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         “My way is to begin at the beginning” said Lord Byron, who knew his way around polite society.

         Strictly speaking, I suppose all my stories begin with the fact that I was born in Budapest and that soon after—though it escaped my notice at the time—I was given the name I still bear today, János Bátky.

         I pass over the events of the next thirty-two years—which include the Great War—between my birth and my first encounter with the Earl of Gwynedd, for he rather than myself is the hero of this remarkable tale.

         So, to our first meeting.

         Early one summer, with the London season drawing to its close, I was at a soirée at Lady Malmsbury-Croft’s. This kind lady had taken me under her wing ever since my time as Donald Campbell’s scientific secretary. I should explain that my occupation is to assist elderly Englishmen in the pursuit of their intellectual whims. Not to earn my living, as it happens: I have a small inheritance from my mother on which I can get by in whatever country I choose. For some years now that country has been England. I am extremely fond of its noble landscapes.

         During the course of the evening the hostess seized me and led me off to a tall, grey-haired gentleman with the most wonderfully impressive head. He was seated in an armchair and smiling silently to himself.

         “Your Lordship,” said she, “this is Mr John Bátky, the expert on medieval British insectivores—or was it old Italian threshing machines?—I really can’t remember at this moment. But whatever it is, I know you’ll find it absolutely fascinating.”

         And with that she left us.

         For some time we smiled benignly at one another. The Earl had a remarkably handsome head, of the sort one sees wreathed in laurel on the frontispiece of old books: a kind you don’t often see nowadays.

         At the same time, I was rather embarrassed. I felt the noble lady’s somewhat inexact description had made me appear mildly ludicrous. 10

         “Allow me, if I may,” the Earl began at last, “to ask what our hostess actually meant.”

         “My Lord, the sorry truth is that the good lady was to some extent right. I am a Doctor of Philosophy, specialising in useless information, with a particular interest in things a normal person would never consider important.”

         This was a facetious attempt to fend off a more serious topic, namely, what I actually do. I have found that the English do not approve of displays of intellectual curiosity.

         A strange smile crossed the Earl’s face.

         “Not at all. I am quite happy to talk about serious topics. I am not English. I am Welsh. That makes me, apparently, fifty per cent more like a Continental. No Englishman, by the way, would ever ask you your occupation. However, for my own intellectual satisfaction, I must insist on an answer to the question.”

         He had such an intelligent-looking head that I blurted out the truth.

         “At the moment I’m working on the English mystics of the seventeenth century.”

         “Are you indeed?” the Earl exclaimed. “Then Lady Malmsbury-Croft has made another of her miraculous blunders. She always does. If she gets two men to sit with each other thinking that they were together at Eton, you may be sure that one of them is German and the other Japanese, but both have a special interest in Liberian stamps.”

         “So My Lord is also a student of the subject?”

         “That’s a rather strong term to use, in this island of ours. You study something, we merely have hobbies. I dabble in the English mystics the way a retired general would set about exploring his family history. As it happens, those things are part of the family history. But tell me, Doctor—mysticism is a rather broad term—are you interested in it as a religious phenomenon?”

         “Not really. I don’t have much feeling for that aspect. What interests me within the general field is what is popularly called “mystic”—the esoteric fantasies and procedures through which people once sought to probe nature. The alchemists, the secrets of the homunculus, the universal panacea, the influence of minerals and amulets … Fludd’s Philosophy of 11Nature, whereby he proved the existence of God by means of a barometer.”

         “Fludd?” The Earl raised his head. “Fludd shouldn’t be mentioned in the company of those idiots. Fludd, sir, wrote a lot of nonsense because he wished to explain things that couldn’t be accounted for at the time. But essentially—I mean about the real essence of things—he knew much, much more than the scientists of today, who no longer even laugh at his theories. I don’t know what your opinion is, but nowadays we know a great deal about the microscopic detail. Those people knew rather more about the whole—the great interconnectedness of things—which can’t be weighed on scales and cut into slices like ham.”

         The fervour in his eyes was certainly un-English. The subject was clearly close to his heart.

         Then he was overcome with embarrassment. He smiled, and assumed a more casual tone.

         “Yes, Fludd is a bit of an obsession with me.”

         At that moment a pretty girl joined us, and chatted away at great length, rather inanely, while the Earl, with true good breeding, generously encouraged her. I writhed with frustration, desperate to resume the conversation. Nothing interests me more than the way people relate emotionally to the abstract—why Mr X is a convinced Anglo-Catholic and Miss Y is devoted to Gastropoda. And why an Earl should be so enthusiastic about someone so distant and thoroughly dead as Fludd—that justly-forgotten quack and sorcerer—was a particularly interesting question.

         But once again, Lady Malmsbury-Croft descended on me, and this time her blunderings proved less inspired. She led me to a distinguished old dame who would not have looked out of place in a museum and who quizzed me about animal rights in Romania. My protests were in vain: she insisted on regaling me with shocking examples from her last visit to Armenia. Apparently some lapdogs had become separated from their owner and been forced to fend for themselves.

         Luckily a friend of mine, Fred Walker, suddenly appeared before us, with a sleekly-groomed young man in tow. He seated this person beside the lady, gathered me up and whisked me away. The old dowager failed to notice the change. 12

         “Who is this Earl?” I asked him.

         “You don’t know him? Why, he’s the one genuinely interesting person in the room. Owen Pendragon, Earl of Gwynedd. A thoroughly fascinating crank—just the chap for you.”

         “So what’s his story?”

         Gossip was one of Fred’s strong points.

         “Well, then—this is years ago now—he had a mistress, a woman of rather dubious reputation, as you will see. She began her career in Dublin, walking the streets. He was going to marry her—people were quite outraged—but she had second thoughts, dumped him and married an old millionaire called Roscoe. Roscoe was the Earl’s father’s best friend.

         “The amusing bit in all this,” he went on, “is that the Earl is otherwise a convinced, if rather quixotic, aristocrat. The story goes that while he was up at Oxford he joined a society that was so exclusive there were only three men in the entire university of sufficient rank to belong. Then the other two went down, and he stayed on as the one and only member. For two years he pondered who to take on as Vice-President, but couldn’t find anyone. Finally he went down himself and the society folded. For similar reasons, he has never once set foot in the House of Lords.”

         “I’m sorry, Fred, but I don’t see anything special in this. Your stories are usually a lot better. From a man with a head like that, I expected something much more interesting. For an aristocrat to marry a woman of the lowest class is only natural. His social rank is enough for two.”

         “True, János. But that’s not why I described him as an odd character. He really is odd. Anyone will tell you that. But the other stories I’ve heard about him are so absurd and nonsensical I’d better not repeat them.”

         “Let’s hear some of this nonsense.”

         “Well … for example, what should I make of the story that he buried himself like a fakir, and after two years, or two weeks—I forget which—they dug him up and found him in perfect health? And in the war, they say, he went around during the gas attacks without his mask on and suffered no ill effects. He’s supposed to have magical healing powers. The most incredible of these stories is that he revived the Duke of Warwick a day after his doctors 13had pronounced him dead. There’s a rumour that he has a huge laboratory in Wales where he carries out strange experiments on animals. And he’s created some new creature that comes alive only at night … He doesn’t make any of this public because he loathes the democratic nature of the sciences. But it’s all nonsense. All I know is that, in company, he’s always extremely kind, and no one ever notices anything at all strange about him. But he isn’t seen very often. He doesn’t leave his castle for weeks on end.”

         With that, he leant over towards me and whispered in my ear:

         “Mad as a hatter!”

         And he left me there.

         In the course of the evening I successfully contrived a second meeting with the Earl. I sensed that he found me not uncongenial. He told me my eyes reminded him of a seventeenth-century doctor, one Benjamin Avravanel, whose portrait hung in his castle. The man had been murdered.

         I won’t transcribe the long conversation we had, particularly since I did most of the talking while he asked the questions. And though I never did discover why the Earl was interested in Fludd, the discussion was not unproductive. I seemed to have gained his sympathy because, as we parted, he said:

         “There are some old volumes on your subject in the possession of my family. If the mood takes you, do call in at my little place in Wales, and spend a few weeks there, looking them over.”

         I felt the honour keenly, but am so idle by nature I would never have taken it seriously. However a few days later I received a written invitation that actually specified a date. That was how it all began.

         I mentioned the invitation to one of my friends, Cecil Howard, an employee of the British Museum working on a subject related to my own. When he heard the news, the colour drained from his face.

         “Bátky, you’re a lucky dog. In this country it’s only foreigners who get that sort of chance. Wonders are spoken of the Pendragon Library. But since Sackville-Williams was there to catalogue it, eighty-five years ago, no one with any expertise has been allowed in. The Pendragons have been reclusive for centuries. If you work 14up the material they’ve got there you’ll be the leading authority on the history of seventeenth-century mysticism and the occult.

         “My God,” he sighed, sounding utterly deflated. “You’ll write the Life of Asaph Pendragon. You’ll get telegrams of congratulation from America, and five PhD students will come on annual pilgrimage from Germany to consult you. You’ll even get a mention in the French journals. And apart from all that, it’s quite something to be invited to Llanyvgan. It’s the finest and most exclusive castle in Wales.”

         I left him to his envy. A colleague’s envy, when all is said and done, is the scholar’s one reward on earth. I didn’t tell him that in all likelihood I wouldn’t be publishing anything. My nature is to spend years amassing the material for a great work and, when everything is at last ready, I lock it away in a desk drawer and start something new. I had in fact revealed my horror of writing for publication to the Earl and had met with his full sympathy. I think the confession may well have led to the invitation. The Earl felt sure that the outcome of my researches would not be any sort of masterwork.

         I also concealed from my colleague one fact he would have sneered at from the dizzy heights of his learning: that it was the living Earl of Gwynedd rather than the dead Robert Fludd that had seized my imagination. The Earl’s face, his person, his whole being, together with the tales Fred had told me, had set my mind racing. He seemed to embody an historical past the way no book ever could. My intuition told me that here was the last living example—and an exceptional one at that—of the genuine student of the arcane in the guise of the aristocrat-alchemist, the last descendant of Rudolph II of Prague, one for whom, as late as 1933, Fludd had more to say than Einstein.

         I tell you, the invitation thrilled me. To pass the intervening time—and what else could anyone like me, seeking spiritual adventure, do in my position?—I set about researching the family history. I found a mass of material in the Dictionary of National Biography, and enough references to occupy me for a month of full-time work.

         The Pendragons trace their origin—though I notice the line isn’t exactly clear—to Llewellyn the Great. This is the Llewellyn 15ap Griffith who was beheaded by Edward I, the king whom János Arany immortalised for the young reader in Hungary as riding a pale-grey horse. The old Welsh bards who went to their death in the flames singing like the doomed heroes of their own tragic art were in fact being punished for praising the house of Pendragon. But all this is in the mists of the past. These are the medieval Pendragons, living with their half-savage tribes among the great mountains: in their wars against the English there is something redolent of the hopeless struggle of the American Indians.

         Then a strange incident disturbed the tranquillity of my studies.

         I was smoking my pipe in the foyer of the hotel one evening, in the company of Fred Walker, when I was called to the phone.

         “Hello, is that János Bátky?” a man’s voice asked.

         “Yes.”

         “What are you doing at the moment?”

         “I’m talking on the phone. Who are you?”

         “Never mind. Are you in an enclosed booth?”

         “Yes.”

         “János Bátky … you would be well advised not to get involved in other people’s affairs. You can be quite sure that the people you are working against are aware of your movements.”

         “I’m sorry, there must be some mistake. I’ve never worked against anyone. This is János Bátky speaking.”

         “I know. Just bear this in mind: everyone who pokes their nose into the Earl of Gwynedd’s little experiments comes to a sticky end. Dr McGregor died in a road accident. The same thing could happen to Dr Bátky”.

         “Who is this McGregor?”

         “Your predecessor.”

         “My predecessor? In what way?”

         “I can’t speak more openly. The less you know about this, the better for you. All I can tell you is: stay in London.”

         “But why?”

         “The air in Wales won’t do you any good. You must sever all connection with … ”

         He was trying to articulate something.

         “Hello, hello … I can’t catch what you’re saying. Can you speak more clearly … ?” 16

         But he had hung up. I went back to Fred, thoroughly agitated, and told him what had passed.

         “Strange … ” he said, and tapped the ash from his pipe into the fireplace, seemingly lost in thought.

         “Fred, for God’s sake, don’t be so damn English. Say something. Can you think of no explanation?”

         “Well, I did tell you the Earl of Gwynedd is an odd fellow. Everything to do with him is a bit weird. You’ll certainly have some unusual experiences at Llangyvan.”

         I leapt to my feet and began pacing rapidly back and forth. The mere thought of travel upsets me at the best of times, even without this sort of mysterious threat.

         “Who could this Dr McGregor be? How could I find out?”

         “It won’t be easy. In parts of Scotland every second person is called McGregor, and there are plenty of doctors up there.”

         My pacing became even more erratic.

         “Tell me, Fred, what do you advise? You know how impractical I am … Would you go to Llangyvan, after this?”

         He looked at me in surprise, but gave no answer.

         “Well … say something!”

         “What can I say?” he asked. “It would never occur to me for a moment not to go. I’d be ashamed to let a thing like that influence me.”

         Now I was ashamed. ‘If you’re a man, be a man …’ All the same, it isn’t every day you get a phone call like that … and everything to do with the Earl was so very strange …

         “Tell me,” asked Fred, “who have you spoken to about this trip?”

         “Only to Howard, at the BM.”

         “Oh, Howard? Surely the whole thing is just one of his jokes? He knows about your … Continental temperament … ”

         “Or perhaps … ”—I found myself shouting it out—“he wants to stop me going, because he’s jealous!”

         “I’d expect no less from an academic. Well, that’s it, then. Don’t give it another thought, old man.”

         I took his advice, and did my best to forget the peculiar phone call.
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         The next day I resumed my studies in the British Museum Reading Room.

         The Pendragons entered English history when a Welshman, in the person of Henry VII, ascended the throne. A Gwyn Pendragon had fought at Bosworth Field, side by side with Richmond, the white-armoured Champion of Truth. Perhaps he even saw the gory ghosts flitting prophetically between the camps of Richard III and the challenger; perhaps he heard the evil king rush howling onto the field of battle, promising his kingdom for a horse … at all events he moved as familiarly among the sainted heroes and monstrous villains of Shakespeare’s pentameters as I did among the readers in the British Museum. In 1490, as a reward for his services, he was given the title of Earl of Gwynedd—which had remained in the family ever since, and now graced my future host—and he built Pendragon Castle, which was to be the family seat down the centuries. The name in Welsh means ‘Dragon’s Head’.

         The pseudoscientific volumes upon which my fancy lit were brought to me by blank-faced young assistants moving about on silent feet. The only sound to be heard under the great dome was the pleasing murmur of turning pages. From the bearded black doorman with the stove-pipe hat, who looked for all the world as if he’d been there since the official opening in the last century, to the swarm of elderly eccentrics who teem in all the libraries of the University of Life, everyone was in his or her place.

         Or not quite everyone.

         For a full month now the chair on my right had been occupied by a flat-chested old lady with a look of permanent disapproval on her face. She was researching the love-life of primitive peoples. But today she was nowhere to be seen, and there was no umbrella signifying her occupation. Instead, an elegant, athletic-looking young man sat there, reading a newspaper and glancing around from time to time with a troubled air. I quickly diagnosed his condition: it was his first time in the Reading Room, and he felt like a man on his first day in the madhouse.

         The young athlete filled me with a mixture of pity and malicious amusement. As a sportsman he deserved no better, and anyway, what on earth was he doing in this place? Clearly he would have felt the same about me on a golf course. 18

         I continued reading.

         I learnt that the era when rough ancestors hewed castles from the cliff face had finally given way to more halcyon days, a prolonged springtime. Successive Earls of Gwynedd were courtiers of Henry VIII, attendants upon Elizabeth and ambassadors to the brilliant Continental courts of the Renaissance. They wrote verses and commanded fleets; they roasted Irish rebels on spits and commissioned paintings from the Italian masters; they fell in love with ladies-in-waiting and plundered monasteries; they made spectacular bows before the Virgin Queen, and poisoned their wives, as the custom was, unless their wives had managed to poison them first.

         I looked up dreamily from my book. Before me rose a pile of another ten. On my neighbour’s desk there was still not a single one, and his discomfort was visibly growing. Finally, with an air of decision, he turned towards me:

         “Excuse me … what do you do, to get them to bring you all those books?”

         “I simply fill in the title and catalogue number on a slip, and put it in one of the baskets on the circular counter.”

         “That’s interesting. Did you say catalogue number? What’s that?”

         “Every book here has one.”

         “And how do you find it?”

         “You look in the catalogues. Those big black volumes over there.”

         “And what sort of books do people here read?”

         “Whatever they like. Whatever they’re working on.”

         “You, for example, what are you working on?”

         “Family history, at the moment.”

         “Family history: that’s wonderful. So … if I wanted to study family history, what would I have to do, then?”

         “Please, would you mind speaking as quietly as you can—the superintendent is staring at us. It depends on what sort of family you want to study.”

         “Hm. Well, actually, none. I’ve had nothing but trouble from mine since I was little.”

         “So what does interest you?” I asked, sympathetically.

         “Me? Rock climbing, most of all.” 19

         “Fine. Then I’ll order you a book that really should appeal to you. If you would just write your name on this slip.”

         He wrote, in a large, childish hand: George Maloney. I requested Kipling’s Kim for him, and my new acquaintance buried himself in it, with great apparent interest. For some while I was left in peace.

         Everything I read about the Pendragons was lent a mysterious perspective by the tales Fred Walker had told me, by the telephone call, and by the Earl’s character and imposing presence. By now James I was on the throne, and studying the natural history of demons. Previously scholars had pursued the noble and the beautiful, but now they were starting to turn to the world of the occult, in search of the Ultimate Wisdom.

         Asaph Christian, the sixth Earl, was not a courtier like the fifth. He wrote no sonnets, did not fall in love or leave fifteen illegitimate children, or even a legitimate one, and after him the title passed to his younger brother’s son.

         Asaph spent his youth in Germany, in the cities of the old South, where the houses stooped menacingly over the narrow streets, and the scholars worked all night in their long, narrow bedrooms whose cobwebbed corners were never pierced by candlelight. Amongst alembics, phials and weirdly-shaped furnaces, the Earl pursued the Magnum Arcanum, the Great Mystery, the Philosopher’s Stone. He was a member of the secret brotherhood of Rosicrucians, about whom their contemporaries knew so little and therefore gossiped all the more. They were alchemists and doctors of magic, the last great practitioners of the occult. It was through Asaph that the cross with the symbolic rose in each of its corners was added to the family coat of arms.

         On his return to Wales, Pendragon Castle became an active laboratory of witchcraft. Processions of visitors, in coaches with darkened windows, came from far and wide. Heretics arrived, fleeing from the bonfire. Ancient shepherds brought the accumulated lore of their people down from the mountains. They were joined by bent-backed Jewish doctors, driven from royal courts for seeming to know more than is permitted to man. And they say that here too, in disguise, came the King of Scotland and England, the demon-haunted James, to probe his host’s secrets in nightly conference. Here the first English Rosicrucians initiated 20their believers, and Pendragon Castle became the second home of Robert Fludd, the greatest student of Paracelsus the Mage.

         This was the Fludd through whom I had befriended the Earl. Truly speaking, I owed the invitation to him. At this stage I had no idea that all this ancient material, and all these names that had meant so little to me—Pendragon Castle, Asaph Pendragon—would come to play such an extraordinary part in my life.

         From a collection of North Wales folklore I learnt that the legend of Asaph Pendragon began soon after his death. It speaks of him as a midnight horseman, never leaving the castle by day, setting out only at night, with a carefully chosen band of followers, to gather plants with magical properties by the light of the moon. But such prosaic purposes were not enough to satisfy popular imagination, and the story grew that the terrifying night horseman had been out dispensing justice, an attribute he retained even after his death.

         By night he would catch robbers sharing out their booty in secret dens, and next morning, to their utter amazement, the victims would find their treasures returned. The felons had been so astonished by the apparition that they kept every one of the undertakings extracted by him, and died soon after.

         The most gruesome of these histories concerns three murderers. The volume I held in my hands tells it rather well.

         Once, in a Welsh mountain inn, three young noblemen killed and robbed a Jewish doctor on his way to join the Earl in his castle. The court, which in those times might well be suspected of anti-Semitism, acquitted the men, and they set sail for France. That night some peasants watched with awe as the night rider and his retinue turned to the south, galloped up the rocky slopes of nearby Moel-Sych and soared into the sky in a southerly direction. The next day the three noblemen were found in the castle moat, their limbs crushed and their necks broken. The Earl had meted out the justice due to his intending visitor.

         
             

         

         At eleven I went for a coffee. My neighbour tagged along.

         “Jolly good read,” he said of Kim: “amazing book. Chap who wrote it must have been there. Really knows the place.” 21

         “You’ve been to India yourself?”

         “Of course. There as a kid. Grew up there. And in Burma. Then South Africa and Rhodesia. Not a bad place, Rhodesia.”

         Once again I felt that deep sense of awe I always experience when I come up against the British Empire. These people nip over to Burma the way we do to Eger. Only, they’re less curious about it. They know that wherever they go in the world they will be among exactly the same sort of people as themselves.

         “Actually, my old man was a major in an Irish regiment,” he continued. “Stationed all over the place. That’s why I missed out a bit on my education. Things to do with books and so forth. But it’s also why I did so well in the tropics.”

         “You were a soldier too?”

         “No. I never quite made it into the army. I have this bad habit of failing exams. Some of them I must have had five goes at … But I never got lucky. But forget about that. What’s done is done. We Irish live for the future. I didn’t become a soldier; not everyone can be a soldier. I just loafed around wherever I wanted in the Empire. Not a bad place to be. Have you heard of the East African Uwinda expedition?”

         “Yes, as I recall … ” I said, scrambling to salvage my self-respect.

         “I was in it. We were over nine thousand feet up. Fantastic climbing. There was one mountain, I tell you, with sides like glass. You moved up three feet and slid back five. We slithered around for two whole days and got nowhere. I said to the Colonel:

         ‘Look here, sir, are we from Connemara, or are we not?’ Because you know, that’s where I’m from,” he explained, with deep reverence. Then he continued:

         ‘True,’ says the Colonel (a typical patronising Englishman): ‘we’ve even had one or two chaps from there who were sane.’

         ‘Well,’ I said to him, ‘I’ll show you who’s sane.’ I fitted one of those lightweight climbing ropes on to the camp cat, round its waist. I fixed the doctor’s surgical clamps tight on its tail, made the blacks stand in a ring around the base of the slope, and the cat shot off, all the way up to the top. Amazingly good at that sort of thing, cats.

         Up at the top, there was a tree. The cat skimmed up the tree and 22thrashed around among the branches. Then it stopped, because the rope had got thoroughly tangled up and was holding it fast. I tugged for a while on the rope to see how firmly it was attached to the tree. Then I climbed straight up, removed the clamps from the cat’s tail—no point of inflicting unnecessary pain on poor dumb animals—and hauled the whole party up after me.”

         I gazed in wonder at this Münchausen and began to question whether he’d ever been near the tropics. But he was an agreeable young chap. He was practically chinless, his arms were uncommonly long, and he moved with the ease and grace of an animal. Altogether he seemed somewhat closer than most to our primal nature.

         By the time we got back to the British Museum the usual old madwoman was already centre stage in the garden outside the entrance, giving the pigeons their midday feed. As ever, her face was transfigured with the joyous smile of a Franciscan saint soaring up to Heaven. Around her you could see nothing but pigeons. Her whole person was smothered in pigeons. Three sat on her head, five on each shoulder, and countless numbers clung to her dress. I could tell that she fancied herself as saintly as Francis himself, and she filled me with loathing.

         “I’d like to shoot her,” I said to my new friend, as we ascended the stairs.

         Almost as I said this, he spun round and hurled a large pebble—I didn’t even see him pick it up—which hit her a glancing blow on the nose, a full fifty metres away. She uttered a powerful scream and dropped the pigeon feed, the birds took flight and the woman collapsed. She had clearly never reckoned on being hit by lightning while performing the great good deed of her life. Her sense of a moral universe must have collapsed with her in that moment.

         Maloney continued walking, very calmly. The whole thing had happened so quickly that, apart from myself, no one had seen who did it.

         “What was all that about?” I asked in amazement when we got inside the foyer. We were standing in the half-light, under the bearded heads of Assyrian kings some four thousand years old.

         “Why do you ask? You yourself said you could shoot her. But all you can do is talk. You aren’t from Connemara.” 23

         From that point on, and after what followed later, I became inclined to believe about half of the impossible yarns Maloney spun. And I could see that Connemarans weren’t quite like anyone else.

         We returned to our reading for a while.

         The seventh Earl, and those following him down the century, were relative nonentities. It was as if the memory of the great Asaph had cast a shadow of dullness over them. The tenth Earl moved away from the ancestral seat at Pendragon and built the castle at Llanvygan, the family home since 1708, which has been so much praised for its beauty.

         With the move away from dismal Pendragon, the family history took a brighter turn. Throughout the eighteenth century, like every other noble house, it produced distinguished admirals, diplomats and minor poets, and the enigmatic shadow of Asaph appeared to have been lifted. Or not entirely. The thirteenth Earl requires a mention.

         This gentleman, despite his unfortunate number, was the most convivial and thoroughly human character in the whole saga. He was the only Earl who had affairs with actresses, the only one who knew how to drink, and the only one who could crack a good joke in company.

         One of these jokes was considered particularly witty in its time, though it is difficult now to see exactly where its humour lies. He was told one day, while at cards, that his mistress—whom he had raised from the level of a simple orange-seller—had run off with the fencing master, taking a significant quantity of the family baubles with her. His sole response was, “Every good deed gets the punishment it deserves,” and he carried on with the game.

         His Christian name, incidentally, was John Bonaventura, his mother having been Italian. This odd combination of names stopped me in my tracks. I had the feeling that I had come across it, or one very like it, once before. But the memory escaped me, and did not come back to me until much later, in connection with some very odd occurrences.

         To the remaining pages I gave only a cursory glance. They dealt with the nineteenth-century Pendragons, who flourished peacefully and with honour in the never-ending reign of Victoria. The 24present Earl’s father had been caught up in the fashionable imperialism of the day and was seldom at home. He served in various colonial regiments, held high office over subject peoples and died, in 1908, as governor of one of the provinces of Indo-China. His death was due to some sort of tropical disease that had broken out in the area at the time.

         My limited information about the present Earl, the eighteenth, is provided by Who’s Who. Born in 1888, he was thus forty-five at the time of my tale. His full name was Owen Alastair John Pendragon of Llanvygan. Educated at Harrow and Magdalen College, Oxford, he served in various colonial regiments, distinguished himself in several different ways and belonged to a great many clubs. Who’s Who usually goes on to give details of hobbies and interests—these being of the greatest importance to the English—but the Earl seemed not to have provided any response to this question.

         Lunchtime was upon us. I returned my books, along with Maloney’s, and was about to leave.

         “Well, this is something else I’ve learnt,” he remarked. “So now I know what goes on in a library. I’d rather be in a nice little swamp. My God! I haven’t read so much in ten years. Where are you eating, by the way?”

         “Greek Street. In a Chinese restaurant.”

         “Would you swear blue murder if I joined you? I hate eating on my own.”

         Even by Continental standards this was a rapid beginning of friendship—or whatever you might call it—and I was taken by surprise. But there was something rather touching about him, like a chimpanzee on the loose in the London streets, misunderstood by everyone but full of well-meaning.

         “I’d be delighted,” I said. “But I ought to warn you, I’m lunching with a Chinese friend. I don’t know how developed your sense of colour is, or how you feel about yellow gentlemen.”

         “I’ve nothing against Chinks if they aren’t cheeky. We Connemarans make no distinction between one man and another. Only if they give cheek. I once had a kaffir boy who didn’t clean my boots properly, and when I spoke to him about it he answered me back. So I grabbed him, stuck some kid’s shoes on his feet and made him 25walk in them for three days in the Kalahari Desert. It’s a pretty hot place. I tell you, by the third day the kaffir’s feet were half their original size. You could have used him as a fairground exhibit.”

         We had reached the restaurant. Dr Wu Sei was already waiting for me. When he saw that I’d brought a stranger with me he retreated behind his most affable oriental smile and fell silent. But Maloney simply chatted all the more, and won my heart by proving not just a lover of Chinese food like myself, but a real connoisseur. Normally when I ate there I would let Wu Sei do the ordering, then enjoy whatever was brought without bothering to find out whether the finely-chopped delicacies were pork, rose-petal soup or bamboo. Maloney conducted himself like a man discriminating between veal escalope and boeuf à la mode; he could distinguish seventeen flavour gradations of chop suey, and he won my unstinting admiration.

         “Which way are you going?” he asked me after lunch.

         I told him.

         “Would you curse me if I went part of the way with you?”

         Now I was really surprised.

         “Tell me,” he asked, with some embarrassment, as we strolled along: “you’re a bloody German, aren’t you?”

         “Oh, no. I’m Hungarian.”

         “Hungarian?”

         “Hungarian.”

         “What’s that? Is that a country? Or are you just having me on?”

         “Not at all. On my word of honour, it is a country.”

         “And where do you Hungarians live?”

         “In Hungary. Between Austria, Romania, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia.”

         “Come off it. Those places were made up by Shakespeare.”

         And he roared with laughter.

         “Alright, so you’re a Hungarian … Good country, that. And what language do you Hungarians speak?”

         “Hungarian.”

         “Say something in Hungarian.”

         It was some years since I had last spoken the language and, strangely moved, I recited some Ady: 26

         
            
               
                  
            Mikor az ég furcsa, lila-kék 
          

                  
            S találkára mennek a lyányok, 
          

                  
            Ó, be titkosak, különösek 
          

                  
            Ezek a nyári délutánok. 
          

                  
            (Under a strange, lilac-blue sky 
          

                  
            The girls stroll to their assignations; 
          

                  
            Mysterious, enigmatic 
          

                  
            Summer afternoons
            .)
          

               

            

         

         “Very nice. But you don’t fool me. That was Hindustani. It means: ‘Noble stranger, may the Gods dance on your grave in their slippers.’ I’ve heard that one before. However, since you’re the first Hungarian I’ve met, let’s do something to celebrate this splendid friendship. Come and have dinner with me tonight. Please, I’m asking you. If you find me a bit mad, don’t worry—you’ll get used to it, everybody does. And anyway there’ll be three of us. I’ll introduce you to a very clever chap, just down from Oxford, nephew of some Lord or other. He’s a scream. He can get his mouth round five-syllable words you’ve never even heard of, easy as you could say ‘hat’.”

         After a little hesitation I accepted. I love meeting new people, and as it happened I had nothing else to do. To tell the truth, I was rather bowled over by the fact that he was inviting me to the Savoy, a place so grand I would never have been able to afford to go there at my own expense. I even began to see Maloney in a new light. Mad, I said to myself, but a gentleman.

         We met that evening in the bar.

         I found him there in the company of a young man: a tall, very slim young man with a remarkably engaging, delicate and intelligent face; rather effeminate, perhaps, with the athletic sort of effeminacy that characterises so many interesting Oxford men.

         “Allow me to introduce you to the Hon Osborne Pendragon,” said Maloney.

         “Pendragon?” I exclaimed. “Would you perhaps be related to the Earl of Gwynedd?”

         “As a matter of fact, I have the honour to be his nephew,” he replied, in a curiously exaggerated and affected drawl. “What’s your cocktail?”

         My least concern just then was a cocktail. 27

         “Might you be spending your summer vacation at Llanvygan?” I asked.

         “That is absolutely correct. I’m off to the family home in Wales the day after tomorrow.”

         “I’m going there myself, fairly soon.”

         “Bathing no doubt in the sea off Llandudno? I prefer a private bathroom, myself. Fewer people, and rather more select.”

         “No, no.”

         “Or perhaps you’re off to climb Snowdon?”

         “Not at all.”

         “Where else does one go in North Wales?”

         “Llanvygan, for example.”

         “Excuse me?”

         “The Earl has very kindly invited me to his place at Llanvygan.”

         At this point Maloney gave vent to an ancient Irish battle cry.

         “Man, man!” he roared, and almost dislocated my arm.

         “Well?”

         “So we can travel together! Osborne has invited me too. What a coincidence! First of all, I ask myself, how did I end up in the Reading Room of the British Museum? Well, we all have our moments. And of all the five hundred freaks sitting there, it happens to be this gentleman I start to pester, and go on badgering, until it turns out we’ll soon be staying in the same place. Magnificent. Let’s drink to it!”

         And indeed it was a strange coincidence. I felt truly exhilarated. It was as if the mystical power of Llanvygan Castle had projected itself all that distance. I felt the hand of Fate upon me, and was once again seized by the old, pleasurable angst that had so often haunted me, the feeling that once again things were stirring around and above me; that the Parcae were teasing out the threads of my future.

         But then again: neither the half-wit Maloney nor this thoroughly affected young aristocrat carried the mark of destiny on their brows, unless it were the mocking destiny of a degenerate and cynical age such as our own.

         Through all this, the young Pendragon had remained perfectly impassive. Then: 28

         “These days even Fate has become debased,” he remarked, his voice rising towards the end of the sentence. “In Luther’s time, for example, the notion of Chance consisted of no more than a bolt of lightning striking the ground before him. It didn’t even have to hit him. And the result was the Reformation. Nowadays it means nothing more than two chaps going off together on the same holiday. Where now is ananké, where is Destiny? Or the amor fati Nietzsche praises, if I remember correctly, as the noblest thing a man could pursue?”

         “Osborne is amazingly clever,” said Maloney.

         “Yes, but only because it’s so unfashionable in England. If I’d been born in France I’d have become an idiot, just to spite them. So what do we say to getting stuck into that dinner?”

         The dinner was superb. Over the meal, Maloney did most of the talking. His adventures became more and more richly-coloured with each glass of Burgundy.

         His first story concerned a routine tiger hunt, but he went on to set entire Borneo villages aflame to make the point that Connemara men could light their pipes even in a stiff breeze, and he ended by tying the tail of a king cobra in a knot while its head was held by his tame and ever-faithful mongoose William.

         “I envy our egregious friend,” observed Osborne. “If only a quarter of what he relates in the course of a dinner is true, his life could be described as decidedly adventurous. It seems things do still happen, out there in the colonies. A merry little tiger or king cobra might produce a pleasurable frisson even in the likes of me. My one wish is to go there myself. To some place out in the back of beyond, where missionaries remain the staple diet of the natives.”

         “So why don’t you?”

         “Sadly, since my grandfather of blessed memory died of some wonderful tropical disease my uncle has concluded that the air in those parts doesn’t agree with us. I have thus to spend the greater part of my time in Wales in our electrified eagle’s nest, from which every self-respecting spook since the time of the late lamented Queen Victoria has been driven out. Sir, three years ago, the last remaining ghost in Wales was assaulted with tear gas: the poor fellow—an elderly admiral—was sobbing like a child. But for me, belief in these things would be extinct in the region. However 29I have some interesting plans for the summer, and I hope you’ll assist me in them. I’ve had terrific success at Oxford with my supernatural recordings on the portable gramophone. I can produce heartfelt sighings in the most improbable of places, together with the rattling of chains and lengthy prayers in Middle English. But of course this is just sport. Real adventure is dead and buried. It couldn’t take the smell of petrol.”

         “You’re eighteen, are you not?” I asked.

         “I am.”

         “On the Continent, young men of your age have a quite different idea of adventure.”

         “I’m not sure I follow you.”

         “I was thinking of women.”

         “I don’t even think of them,” he replied, faintly blushing. “I’m very fond of them, at a distance. But the moment they approach me I feel a mild horror. I feel that if I took hold of them they would somehow fall apart in my hands. You are a Continental … have you never had that sensation?”

         “Not at all. I can’t recall a single woman who might have disintegrated in my hands. Why, has it ever happened to you?”

         “To be perfectly frank with you, I’ve never risked the experiment.”

         “Permit me to observe that I think it precisely on account of this seclusion that you feel your life to be uneventful. On the Continent, relations with women are considered to be what life is all about.”

         “Then I must repeat the words of Villiers de L’Isle-Adam: ‘Living? Our servants will do that for us.’”

         As we left the Savoy I found myself, under the influence of a great quantity of Burgundy, in a thoroughly buoyant mood. It just wasn’t true, I said to myself, that London is boring, and I congratulated myself on having met two such splendid young men. It was ridiculous to pass my days surrounded by books. One should live! And I meant this word in its Continental sense. A woman … even in London … would be good occasionally.

         At Maloney’s prompting we went on to a night club. These are places where you can actually drink all night, and we availed ourselves of the privilege. One whisky followed another, each with 30less and less soda. Osborne was sitting rather stiffly. The general ambience of the place clearly made him uncomfortable, but he was too proud to show it.

         Maloney had reached the high point of a yarn in which he had roped a Malay girl to a tree when, just at the crucial moment, ten of her uncles appeared brandishing their krises.

         We never discovered what followed, because he spotted a woman at a nearby table, roared out a loud greeting and abandoned us. I watched ruefully as he chatted to her on the friendliest of terms. She was very attractive.

         “Strange fellow, this Maloney,” said Osborne. “If I came across any of his stories in a book, I’d throw it away.”

         “Do you think any of it is true?”

         “Oddly enough, I believe a lot of it is. I’ve seen him do some quite unpredictable and crazy things—things that completely defy logic. If I may say so, this whole evening has been entirely typical, though I suppose I shouldn’t talk like this.”

         “Tell me, all the same. We Continentals are relatively so much less discreet, we reckon an Englishman can afford to let his hair down once in a while.”

         “Well, take this example. Yesterday, Maloney had no more than thruppence ha’penny in his pocket. For weeks, I am quite sure, it’s all he had in the world. And this evening he’s treated us like lords. It seems to me quite probable that last night he knocked someone down in a dark street. No harm intended, of course—he just wanted to prove that Connemarans can knock a man down with the best of them. Then he helped himself to the chap’s money, as a way of combining business with pleasure.”

         Maloney returned.

         “Would you gentlemen mind if my very old friend, Miss Pat O’Brien, joined us? She’s also from Connemara, which tells you all you need to know. She’s in the chorus at the Alhambra. A supreme artist.”

         “Delighted,” I said, perhaps too readily.

         But Osborne’s face was stiffer than ever.

         “Well … er … Much as I admire your compatriots—I’m a Celt myself, of the same stock—wasn’t the general idea supposed to be that this evening was for men only?” 31

         “My dear fellow,” said Maloney, “you’re the cleverest chap on earth and, upon my word, it brings tears to my eyes to think I have such a friend; but it really wouldn’t hurt you to spend ten minutes in female company once every few months. You’d certainly make some surprising discoveries. Not so, Doctor?”

         “Without question.”

         “Well, if you gentlemen insist,” returned Osborne, with a gesture of resignation.

         Maloney had already brought her.

         “Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year,” she proclaimed, and sat herself down with the smile of someone confident of having contributed her share of witty conversation. Given that it was still summer, I smiled dutifully at the remark. Osborne made no such effort.

         “Cheer up, young fella,” the girl said to him, raising her glass; and she sang a little song conveying the same basic idea.

         “I’ll do whatever I can,” Osborne solemnly declared.

         This Osborne is an idiot, I said to myself. The girl was simply stunning, in the innocent, rosy-cheeked way which, together with the manly British character, is the finest ornament of these islands.

         She certainly enlivened me, and she listened in respectful silence to my fumbling compliments—not something Englishmen lavish on their women. With us, if we are even slightly drawn to a woman, we tell her we adore her. An Englishman hopelessly in love will merely observe: “I say, I do rather like you”.

         “Come away with me to the Continent,” I urged her in my rapture, stroking her bare arm. “You should live in Fontainebleau and glide three times a day up the crescent staircase of Francis I, trailing your gown behind you. The moment they set eyes on you, the three-hundred-year old carp in the lake will find they are warm-blooded after all. Miss France herself will panic and give birth to twins.”

         “You’re a very sweet boy, and you’ve got such an interesting accent. But I don’t understand a word you’re saying.”

         This cut me to the quick. I am very proud of my English pronunciation. But what could a Connemara lass know of these things?—she spoke some dreadful Irish brogue herself. I left her 32to amuse herself with Osborne while Maloney and I made serious inroads on the whisky.

         By now Maloney was looking, and sounding, rather tipsy.

         “Doctor, you’re a hoot. We certainly hit the jackpot when we met. But this Osborne … I’d be so happy if Pat could seduce him. These English aren’t human. Now we Irish … back home in Connemara, at his age I’d already had three sorts of venereal disease. But tell me, dear Doctor, now that we’re such good friends, what’s the real reason for your visit to Llanvygan?”

         “The Earl of Gwynedd invited me to pursue my studies in his library.”

         “Studies? But you’re already a doctor! Or is there some exam even higher than that? You’re an amazingly clever man.”

         “It’s not for an exam … just for the pleasure of it. Some things really interest me.”

         “Which you’re going to study there?”

         “Exactly.

         “And what exactly are you going to study?”

         “Most probably the history of the Rosicrucians, with particular reference to Robert Fludd.”

         “Who are these Rosicrucians?”

         “Rosicrucians? Hm. Have you ever heard of the Freemasons?”

         “Yes. People who meet in secret … and I’ve no idea what they get up to.”

         “That’s it. The Rosicrucians were different from the Freemasons in that they met in even greater secrecy, and people knew even less about what they did.”

         “Fine. But surely you at least know what they did in these meetings?”

         “I can tell you in confidence, but you must reveal it to no one.”

         “I’ll harness my tongue. Now, out with it!”

         “They made gold.”

         “Great. I knew all along it was a hoax. What else were they making?”

         “Come a bit closer. Homunculi.”

         “What’s that?”

         “Human beings.”

         Maloney roared with laughter and slapped me on the back. 33

         “I’ve always known you were a dirty dog,” he said.

         “Idiot. Not that way. They wanted to create human beings scientifically.”

         “So, they were impotent.”

         We were both thoroughly tipsy, and found the idea hilarious in the extreme. In my hysterics I knocked over the glass in front of me. Maloney immediately sent for another.

         “Now tell me, Doctor, how did you get to know the Earl of Gwynedd? He’s very unsociable.”

         “I’ve not seen that. I met him at Lady Malmsbury-Croft’s, and he immediately invited me.”

         “How did you manage that?”

         “I suppose, with all this stuff about alchemy—making gold.”

         But I was no longer enjoying the conversation. It was too much like the sort of conversations I remembered from Budapest. I’d lived in England too long. I’d got out of the habit of being quizzed in this way. Interrogated, in fact.

         Suddenly I smelt a rat. Drink always brings out one’s basic character, and in me it reinforces my most fundamental trait: suspicion. Wait a minute. What if Maloney was talking advantage of my drunkenness to winkle some private information out of me? True, I hadn’t the faintest idea what sort of secret I might be hiding, but there must have been one. The man on the telephone had also behaved as if I had.

         However, I might be able to turn the tables on him. Maloney wasn’t too sober himself: he’d drunk a lot more than I had. Perhaps I could prise out of him what the secret was that he wanted to prise out of me.

         With a spontaneous-seeming gesture I knocked my glass over a second time, exploded into a loud drunken laugh and stammered out:

         “These glasses … When I grow up I’ll invent one that stays upright. And a bed that automatically produces women.”

         I studied him. He was looking at me with unmistakable satisfaction.

         “You speak true, oh mighty Chief! The only problem is, it’s all gobbledegook.”

         “I? What do you mean?” 34

         “All this miraculous Rosicrucian stuff—it’s a load of old cobblers.”

         “Never say that!”

         “I know perfectly well that you’re a doctor.”

         “Maloney!” I exclaimed. “How did you guess?”

         “You’ve only got to look at you. And anyway, you say you’re a doctor. You see … you’re not even denying now that you’re an expert on tropical diseases.”

         “Well … that’s true. I’m especially fond of the tsetse fly and sleeping sickness.”

         “But even more, of that disease with the long name that the Earl of Gwynedd’s father and William Roscoe died of.”

         “Roscoe?”

         “Roscoe, Roscoe the millionaire. There’s no point pretending you’ve never heard the name. Let me remind you about him.”

         “Please do.”

         “I’m talking about the Roscoe who was financial adviser to the old Earl, when the gentleman in question was Governor somewhere in Burma.”

         “Ah, you mean the old Roscoe? Of course, of course—my brain is a bit fuddled; it always is when I’m drinking. You mean the Roscoe who, later on … who went on to … ”

         “ … to marry the lady who was engaged to the present Earl of Gwynedd.”

         “That’s it. Now it all comes back to me. But why aren’t we drinking? Then the poor chap died of the same disease as the old Earl, which was very strange.”

         “Extremely strange. Because it was a disease with a very long name, and, for a start, old Roscoe had been back in England for years and years.”

         “Yes, true. And yes, that is the reason I’m going to Llanvygan. But for God’s sake don’t tell anyone. But can you just explain this—I’ve never been clear on this one point: what exactly is the link between the Earl of Gwynedd and old Roscoe’s death?”

         “Well, it’s not something they’re likely to let you in on. But since you’ve been straight with me, I’ll tell you a secret. Come a bit closer, so Osborne can’t hear.”

         “Let’s have it.” 35

         “In his will, Roscoe stipulated that, in the event of his dying an unnatural death, his whole fortune should go to the Earl of Gwynedd and his successors.”

         “That’s nonsense, Maloney. They don’t make wills like that in England.”

         “It certainly isn’t nonsense. Old Roscoe became obsessed with the idea that his wife wanted to poison him. That’s why he made this secret will.”

         “And why the Pendragons?”

         “Because he owed everything to the seventeenth Earl. And also, because he’d stolen the man’s fiancée from under his nose he had a bad conscience all his life and he wanted to make amends.”

         “So that’s why the Earl is taking an interest in tropical diseases. He thinks there was something fishy about Roscoe’s illness, and that he has a claim on the estate.”

         “I think so.”

         I had found my bearings. My profound attachment to things out of the ordinary had led me to a great mystery which, who knows, I might be destined to solve—though it rather pained me to think how much I knew about everything but tropical medicine. I sensed that the whole business was intimately connected with the telephone call. Something was afoot. The Parcae were spinning their threads.

         By now Osborne’s conversation with Pat had come to a complete full stop. They were just sitting there, solemnly and in silence. Her face conveyed mild irritation, his total boredom. I got up and went over to the girl, while Maloney started to chat to Osborne.

         “So,” I asked her, “how did you find the honourable gentleman?”

         “Honourable or not, all I can say is that he’s a very odd bloke. I don’t give a toss for titles, but I do expect a man to be polite.”

         “Why, was he rude?”

         “He certainly was. He went on the whole time about some German called Dante who sent people to Hell. And this colleague of mine, called Lais—Dante wrote that she would be floating about in … I really can’t tell you what. Journalists shouldn’t be allowed to write that sort of thing about a nice girl. But that’s the type he mixes with.” 36

         “I adore nice girls,” I said, taking her hand. “You’re a thoroughly nice girl, I’m a thoroughly nice boy. In this wicked world we should stick together.”

         “Yes, I saw at once that you had a good heart,” she replied. To reinforce this judgement I sat even closer and put my arm around her waist.

         “I’m as true as bread and butter,” I proclaimed with feeling.

         “Yes, I can tell from your eyes you’d be very nice if we got even closer.”

         This emboldened me to kiss her shoulder.

         “I’ve no idea what you would be like close up. We should find out.”

         The rest of my wooing was conducted through actions rather than words. Oh, the miraculous, electric suppleness of these island girls! Only a poem could express the joy of caressing one after midnight.

         But such is my deplorable character that even as I busied myself with these amorous gymnastics I was listening with half an ear to the conversation Maloney was having with Osborne.

         And what I thought I heard shocked me deeply. He appeared to be suggesting that I’d done everything I could to get myself invited to Llangyvan, and had only gone to Lady Malmsbury-Croft’s because I’d known the Earl would be there.

         Meanwhile Pat was busy telling me something, and I lost concentration. They could have been talking about an entirely different matter and, with my usual hypersensitivity, I’d simply been imagining things.

         I pulled away from Pat. She stared at me in astonishment. Everything had begun so well between us.

         But why on earth did Maloney tell that lie? Because he was incapable of telling the truth, or because he just couldn’t understand what people told him? Or was it … that there was a purpose behind it, something to do with the conspiracy my troubled intuition had warned me about?

         For a while Osborne listened to Maloney without interest, then stood up.

         “Sorry, I must be off. See you again at Llanvygan.”

         And without even shaking hands, he vanished like the Cheshire 37cat. Clearly he couldn’t bear to sit a minute longer beside a woman.

         Maloney went over to another table, leaving me alone with Pat. Forget about Maloney, I thought: I’m going to take this girl home. A philologist is a man, after all. How wonderful her white body would be, at full stretch on a bed. I could spend an hour just gazing at her.

         “Are you fond of music?”

         “Awfully. You should see me dance.”

         “Do you know what? I think we should move on. Come and have a cup of tea at my place. I’ll get the gramophone out and we’ll dance.”

         “The very idea! I’ve only just met you!”

         “That’s no problem. We’ll make up for lost time later.”

         “If you were an Englishman I’d slap your face.”

         “But since I’m not, why not kiss me instead?”

         “There are too many people watching,” she said, encouragingly.

         Everything would have been fine if I’d got up and left just then. I would have had a magnificent night, in London, where the great Casanova endured six weeks of celibacy. But fate decreed that at just that moment I should glance across at Maloney’s table.

         I don’t know whether it was in fact or in my imagination—I can’t always tell them apart—but I had the distinct impression that Maloney was signalling to the girl.

         And suspicion welled up in me even more strongly than before: not ordinary suspicion, it was more like some ecstatic, primeval, almost metaphysical terror. She was clearly working with them. Our chance meeting with her had been prearranged. And if I now took her home, God knows what might happen.

         But what could happen? What was I afraid of? How could anyone be afraid of such a beautiful, delicate creature? I really couldn’t explain my feelings. Murder and robbery I could easily associate with Maloney, but they would have been the very last thing …

         My mind was filled with shadowy, convoluted imaginings, the thought that I was about to become inextricably entangled in the dark enigma that surrounded Llanvygan. The threat over the telephone, the midnight rider, the death of William Roscoe were 38all bound up in that fear. And the fear was stronger than I was. Fear is a passion.

         “Darling,” I said to Pat, “not this time. I’ve just remembered that my nephew has arrived from the country and will be sleeping in my flat tonight. But all is not lost that is delayed. Promise me we’ll meet again.”

         She gave me a look of undisguised contempt.

         I took my leave of Maloney, arranged to see him the following day, and trudged off home.

         The next morning I was of course deeply upset by what had happened, and I cursed the morbidly suspicious character I had been born with. Where others are made bold and carefree by drink, it just fills me with black bile. But it was too late. I never saw her again.

         Over the next few days I continued my intellectual preparations for the Welsh adventure. I leafed once more through the folios containing Fludd’s literary legacy. I found the Latin text hard going, thickly interspersed as it was with cabbalistic Hebrew, but I don’t think I would have understood much more had it been in Hungarian. As I scribbled my notes the feeling never left me that the Earl would make everything clear.

         From Fludd’s Medicina Catholica I learnt to my surprise that all diseases can be attributed to meteors, winds, the various regions of the earth and the archangels who blow the winds. And furthermore, that the soundest method of understanding a man’s character was through his urine, following the principles of the little-known science of uromancy.

         I read his biography by Archdeacon Craven, and re-read Denis Saurat’s excellent Milton and Christian Materialism, which devotes an extremely interesting chapter to Fludd.

         According to Saurat, the intellectual circle that included Fludd and Milton did not view the soul as independent of the body. As committed Christians they had not a moment’s doubt about its immortality, which forced the conclusion that the body too must be immortal. I was reminded of the Pendragons’ motto: ‘I believe in the resurrection of the body.’

         What, I wondered with a dismaying sense of superstitious confusion, would that have meant to people of past centuries, inclined 39as they were to take things literally? Who knows, they might even have thought that they too would rise from their graves in some not-too-distant future. According to the legend, the night rider did just that, when impelled to deal out justice on behalf of the murdered physician.

         Maloney had cancelled the meeting at which we were to decide on our precise travel arrangements. I had by now more or less assumed I would be travelling alone, when, on the very last day before we were due to leave, he suddenly appeared.

         “Hello, Doc! Well, are we going to Wales?”

         “I certainly am. What about you?”

         “I dithered about it for a couple of days. I got a very tempting invitation to Cuba—they’re going to stage these amazing cockfights, a sort of Olympic Games for cocks. But then I thought, I can’t leave Osborne in the lurch, and I can’t let you wander round this crazy country peering out of your specs. You might even get lost and end up in Scotland, and God preserve you from that!”

         “So, we’re off tomorrow on the one-fifteen.”

         “No, no—that’s what I wanted to tell you. A very kind friend of mine, Mrs St Claire, has offered to drive us to Chester. From there we take the train to Corwen, where Osborne will be waiting for us in his car. Is that alright?”

         By now my attack of distrust had passed, and in fact I had something of a guilty conscience as regards Maloney, so I was happy to accept the offer.

         “I’m very grateful to Mrs St Claire for her kindness. But what sort of person is she? Won’t she mind travelling with a complete stranger?”

         “On the contrary. I told her you’re Hungarian and, would you believe it, she said Hungarians really do exist, and she’s extremely fond of them, because their history is so much like ours, we being the Irish. You never mentioned that. She said she absolutely insisted on meeting you, so you could talk about Hungary. She’s going there in August.”

         The story seemed plausible enough. Maloney’s lies generally involved a greater element of fantasy. We arranged to meet the following day at the Grosvenor House Hotel, where the lady was staying. 40

         When I arrived, Maloney was waiting for me in the foyer.

         “I wired Osborne yesterday to tell him we were coming, and to be there waiting for us. I’ve just had his reply to say that’s fine. The lady will be down in a jiffy.”

         And indeed, a few minutes later a tall, elegant woman in a motoring jacket approached us with a dazzling smile. Once she was close enough for my myopic vision to take in the striking beauty of her face and form, she seemed strangely familiar, and by the time we had shaken hands and exchanged greetings I had recognised her, and remembered what a remarkable person she was. My heart was beating wildly.

         Three years earlier I had spent the summer at Fontainebleau with my friend Cristofoli, an archaeologist and poet. My poor aunt Anna had recently died and I was flush with money. We were lodging, in great style, at the Hôtel de l’Angleterre et de la France, beside the Park.

         One day Cristofoli, who by the way was the most sensitive creature on earth, became much more animated than usual, and announced that he was in love.

         The object of his favour soon arrived. I had actually seen her in the dining room the previous day. She was always alone. And she really was beautiful, not merely by the uniform standards of the age of film but in her own, highly individual way. She was absolutely distinctive.

         Cristofoli was himself a fine-looking young man and extremely enterprising by nature. He had ascertained that her name was Eileen St Claire, a British subject who had arrived from Paris by car. Nothing more was known about her. She appeared only at meal times, after spending the entire day driving her Hispano through the forest, alone.

         Cristofoli passed the day reciting Petrarch’s sonnets while he waited for evening to arrive. He hoped to introduce himself to her during the ballroom dancing session, but she failed to appear there. That night he slept not a wink, nor did he allow me to, and I began to feel a certain antipathy towards the lady.

         The days that followed were more exciting than a hunt. Cristofoli was resourceful and difficult to shake off. As a poet he felt himself above the usual social conventions. Whenever her 41car arrived at the hotel he would open the door and help her out. Eileen St Claire would give him a friendly nod and move on without so much as a word. This was done so coolly and so quickly he was unable even to begin reciting the prose poem he had spent so many days devising.

         His last hope was the 14th of July, the national holiday whose cheerful anarchy always brings people together. The entire town was out on the street, dancing, drinking and exchanging familiarities. I was afraid that the lady would keep aloof from this popular event. We were out celebrating, not far from the hotel, and had befriended all the showgirls and coloured people, when suddenly we caught sight of her tall figure.

         In a flash, Cristofoli forced his way through the protesting crowd to present himself before her and, in the heat of the moment, offered her the first thing that came to hand—a cheap toy trumpet.

         “Thank you,” she said, with a smile, and miraculously vanished, like a rabbit from a conjuror’s hat. Cristofoli ripped off his necktie and tore it to shreds.

         His only hope now was to rescue her from some major conflagration, carrying her out of the flames in his mighty arms.

         Then one day she was no longer alone. There was a man at her table, a hideously degenerate-looking man with a distinctly green complexion. He spoke in a low, rapid voice while she listened with a look of exasperation. Cristofoli was beside himself, and calmed down only when he learnt from the head waiter that the man was her doctor. Eileen St Claire and the doctor then spent the afternoon in her suite of rooms.

         “Of course it’s a medical examination,” I told my unhappy friend, in an attempt to cheer him up.

         That night the surprising and inexplicable denouement took place. First, the doctor left on the evening train. What happened next I have had to put together from the few incoherent words Cristofoli let fall.

         He had left the ballroom at around eleven and was on his way up to the room when he met her in the corridor. He stopped in his tracks and just stared at her in silence. In silence, she took him by the hand and led him to her suite. 42

         I was woken, at five a.m., by his return. His face was glowing with an unearthly happiness and he was quite incapable of conversation. He simply declaimed poetry and wept. I told him to take a sedative and let me get back to sleep.

         In the morning he dressed as fastidiously as a young girl for her first ball. I had been ready half an hour earlier, and by the time he came down for breakfast I had already heard the dreadful news and was at my wits end how to break it to him. In the end, I had to tell him: Eileen St Claire had left earlier that morning.

         We set off at once for Paris. We went to the police, to detective agencies, everywhere. All efforts to trace her were in vain.

         Then Cristofoli’s delicate nerves gave way. I was forced to take him to a sanatorium, where they nursed him for three weeks. Even after his recovery, he was never quite right again. He broke off relations with me, but also with poetry and archaeology. I lost all contact with him, and for many years thought he had committed suicide. Only recently however someone mentioned that they had seen him in Persia, where he was now Minister for Air Transport in the revolutionary government.

         And now here was I, sitting face to face with the same woman. I could hardly feel neutral towards her, and briefly considered whether I should mention that I already knew who she was. But in the end it seemed wiser to say nothing.

         We got into the car, Maloney in the driving seat and the two of us in the back. The memory of Cristofoli served only to deepen the mystery that seemed to surround her like a birthright.

         There was little conversation, and its tone was somehow rather distant, without genuine interest. At last the topic that Maloney had mentioned cropped up, and she expounded her views on the similarities between the Hungarians and the Irish.

         “Both nations spent hundreds of years under the oppressive ‘protection’ of a more powerful neighbour. Both showed real greatness when they had to fight against tyranny, and somehow both fell into confusion and lost their way the moment they won their independence.”

         She then spoke of the blighted centuries endured by the Irish, their national martyrs, and Kathleen-ni-Hoolihan, the immortal 43hag who, in her own ghostly way, symbolised the ghost-haunted land of Ireland.

         She described these beautiful and touching things—which of course I had heard before from Irish patriots—in such a remote and ethereal way it was like a lesson being repeated. I found myself wondering, to my surprise: was there any aspect of life on earth she wouldn’t take as a source of instruction, or a call to duty?

         We took a light lunch at Birmingham, then continued on our way. We had by now exhausted our fund of general topics without establishing any real personal contact. This saddened me, I must admit. I felt it would all be in vain: I would never succeed in penetrating her hinterland.

         We were not far from Chester when she turned to me:

         “I would like to ask you a favour. You’re going to Llanvygan, to the Earl of Gwynedd. The Earl was once a very good friend of mine—perhaps the best I ever had. Later, we became estranged, irrevocably estranged, as the result of a misunderstanding. But I am still very fond of him, and wish him well: from a distance, of course. And now I feel the need to remind him of my existence, after all these years.”

         So! A lyrical confession! But the manner, the tone in which it was delivered, was such as she might have used to tell me her new butler was proving satisfactory. When this woman opened her heart she became even more enigmatic than when she remained silent.

         “I wonder if you would give him this ring? Perhaps you’ll think it odd that I should ask you rather than Maloney, whom I have known all these years … but you know Maloney. He’s a thoroughly nice boy, from an excellent family, but somehow not a person you would trust with a florin. That’s why I’m asking you. I hope you don’t mind.”

         “I should be delighted to be of service.”

         “And I must also ask you not to tell the Earl from whom you received it. Tell him it was sent to you in an anonymous letter requesting you to pass it on to him.”

         “Excuse me, but surely you want the ring to remind him of you?”

         “Oh yes, but I would like him to work out for himself who sent it. 44If he can’t manage that, then he doesn’t deserve to be so much in my thoughts. And you will give me your word of honour that you will never, in any circumstances, tell him that you got it from me.”

         This was not a request, or even a command. It was a simple statement of fact, delivered in the same colourless tone as her previous speech, a simple assumption that I would now give her my word. She spoke as if the possibility never occurred to her that one might not accede to her wish.

         I gave her my word.

         Yet something inside me protested fiercely. Quite apart from the malign aura that clung to her from the association with Cristofoli, I could not forget that Eileen St Claire was Maloney’s friend. All this might well have been arranged in advance, a conspiracy. Every suspicious circumstance seemed to be aimed at Llanvygan, entangled ever deeper in this unfathomable mystery. Her personal secret was part of the greater secret surrounding the Earl, the one that my intuition warned me so strongly against, the one that attracted and repelled me so intensely. And yet, I had given my word. Why? Because Eileen St Claire was so extremely beautiful, and I am so helpless.

         I put the ring away.

         And thus we arrived at Chester. Maloney and I got out at the station and took our leave.

         “So you will do what I asked you,” she said. “When you get back to London, tell me what the Earl said. Goodbye.”

         She looked at me, smiled, and took off her glove.

         “Yes, you may kiss my hand.”

         
             

         

         We were sitting on the train, continuing our journey. At one point Maloney asked if I would put a package in my suitcase, as it was too large for his. Nothing else of note occurred on the way.

         Soon we were winding in and out among the mountains of North Wales. There was a change of train, after which the landscape became even more picturesque, and by the time we reached Corwen it was distinctly rugged. Osborne was waiting for us, and after a brief exchange of greetings we set off again. 45

         The road ran through a narrow valley between precipitous mountains. Osborne slowed down.

         “The track on the left leads directly up to the old family seat, Pendragon Castle. As you can see, the surface has been rather neglected. Only tourists use it now; the peasants avoid these parts. They’re still worried about old Asaph, the sixth Earl. That was where he practised his black arts.”

         The valley widened out, and we could now see the ruins of the castle, high on the mountain peak, perched on the barren edge of the cliff and looking for all the world as if it had grown out of the rock itself. Huge, black birds circled round the derelict Norman tower. Maloney expressed exactly what I was feeling when he remarked:

         “It must have been damned uncomfortable, living up there.”

         After that, the landscape became rather more friendly. In no time at all we passed through the village of Llanvygan and caught sight of the opulent iron railings of the park. A mighty avenue of trees led to the castle, a large, bright, inviting construction, altogether different from what I had been imagining. Once inside, however, the poor lighting in the vast rooms, the ancient furniture and the immense silence left me feeling properly subdued once again.

         As I dressed I composed a little speech with which to greet my host. We were shown into a spacious hall, across which the Earl, with a young girl at his side and three liveried footmen behind him, approached us with rapid steps. It all had the air of a princely reception. His severe, distinguished countenance wore an expression far removed from that of the amiable scholar-aristocrat I had met at Lady Malmsbury-Croft’s. He did not even wait for us to greet him. He simply shook my hand and began speaking, as if issuing the orders for the day.

         “So you’re Maloney? Very good. I hope you will enjoy your stay. This lady is my niece Cynthia, Osborne’s sister. Rogers—the butler—has instructions to show you to the library in the morning, Doctor. Regrettably, I am unable to dine with you tonight. Do you have any questions?”

         “Yes. I’ve received a ring, sent to me in an anonymous letter, asking me to give it to you. I think I should let you have it straight away.” 46

         The Earl took the ring, and his face became even bleaker.

         “You say you don’t know who this ring is from?”

         “I have no idea, My Lord.”

         The Earl turned on his heel and left us without another word.

         “Interesting man,” Maloney remarked.

         But my astonishment and dismay were too much for me. I felt absolutely disconsolate. It was impossible to deny: my premonition had not deceived me. Eileen St Claire brought men nothing but trouble. And now, it was quite clear, she had caused me to lose the Earl’s goodwill. What a fool I am! I always come to grief when I do favours for other people. John Bonaventura Pendragon was right: “Every good deed gets the punishment it deserves.”

         I took a bath, changed again, and went down to dinner. The lady of the house was seated next to me, in a magnificent gown. I cannot have amused her greatly. I was too nervous and feeling sorry for myself, and with good reason.

         On the other hand, she was very good-looking. But even if she had not been so very pretty, she was also the Lady of the Castle, the descendent of Pendragons, and I felt too unworthy to do so much as open my mouth. The reader might think me a snob: let him think so. I admit that I do privately believe that an Earl is different from other men.

         The things she was telling Maloney intimidated me even more. Two years earlier she had been presented at court; she spent the London season with her aunt, the Duchess of Warwick, who lived in Belgravia in a street so superbly exclusive that tears came to my eyes whenever I walked down it. And garden parties with Lady This, and evening parties with Lady That, and bazaars with someone else … The names of her girl friends, all resonantly historic names that tripped so lightly off her tongue, fell on my head like hammer blows.

         If every meal is to be taken in such an aristocratic milieu, I thought, I shall waste away. I should mention that during my time in England I had quite often been in ‘good society’, but almost invariably as a hired secretary, not as a guest. But these Pendragons were something above ‘good society’. And, last but not least, a distinguished young woman was in my eyes even more exalted and formidable than, for example, a distinguished old gentleman. 47

         To all this was added the oppressive sense that, through Eileen St Claire’s intrigues, I had permanently forfeited the right ever to be made a welcome guest at Llanvygan. In my misery I drank a great deal of the full-bodied wine of the house, hoping it might help me sleep. Such was the introduction to my first night at Llanvygan, the start of my supernatural and inexplicable adventures.

         
             

         

         I was lying in my oppressively historic bed (no doubt dating back to Queen Anne), reading and reading. It was a philosophical work. Philosophy nearly always calms my mind and sends me quickly to sleep, perhaps as a refuge from boredom. The subjective and the objective, whose particular mutual relationship had been the topic in question, began to take on human characteristics in my half-waking, half-dreaming state.

         “What a wind!” said Subject to Object.

         “Don’t worry about it, it’s blowing from windward,” replied Object to Subject, the way the left half of the brain will chat to the right half when one is half-asleep … Then I found myself most thoroughly awake.

         What was that?

         I became aware that I had been hearing the noise for quite some time—that human-inhuman, indefinable something of a noise. Now, in the darkness, nothing else seemed to exist. First it went tap, tap; then something like tree-ee; and then came something that could never be recorded in writing—a long drawn-out sigh, like a terrified gasping for air. It was deeply unnerving.

         And the whole sequence was repeating itself at intervals of about three minutes, though the timing cannot have been entirely regular—it was more a question of when I noticed it.

         Anyway, I switched the light on. The room was now at least two hundred years more historic than when I had gone to bed. I had seen rooms like it in London museums and French chateaux, but then there had been guides and written inscriptions to direct one as to what to imagine—Napoleon strutting back and forth with his hands behind his back, or a slender woman seated at her 48spinning wheel. But none of the elaborately carved wardrobes in this room carried any such source of enlightenment. Nothing tied the imagination to what was merely informative and comforting. For all I knew, some ancestor might have died in here, repenting his unspeakable crimes amid horrific visions … And all the while, there came this unceasing sound: tap, tree-ee, and the terrible sigh. Not a pleasant sensation.

         I lit a cigarette. The dance of smoke from my Gold Flake drifted across the room but failed to make it any more congenial. I was desperately tired. The wind was howling down the open fireplace like an uncontrolled blast of interference on the radio. And, time and time again, tap, tree-ee, and the inexpressible sigh.

         Of course I realised it must be a window, or something of that kind, producing the noise. On many a windy night the same battle had been waged between an unsecured window and my fevered imagination.

         I knew that, whether I wanted to or not, I would have to go and investigate. I knew my habits of mind: until I did that, I would have no rest.

         I got out of bed, donned my dressing gown and quietly drew back the door.

         It opened on to a corridor. The corridor was in pitch-black darkness, draughty and thoroughly unfriendly. Like a man who has tested the icy water and drawn back his foot, I went back into my room.

         At times like this I arm myself with a revolver: they are what I keep one for. It might seem a little too much like something in a film, that a man should sleep with a loaded revolver, especially one like me, living such a peaceable life, but I had no choice: it was a long-established habit.

         I pulled out the drawer of my bedside table—and thought my eyes must be playing tricks on me. If in place of the revolver I had found a tortoise, I could not have been more amazed. It was no longer in the right-hand corner, where I had put it, but in the left. There could be no question of error. I had even counted my cigarettes as I put them in, one by one.

         No cinema fantasy was required for the next step. I opened the cylinder. It was empty. Someone had removed the cartridges. 49

         As a general rule, only three things are stolen from me: cigarettes, razor blades and handkerchiefs. Never before a revolver cartridge. The distressing thing was that I now had none left. I had loaded it with six when I bought it ten years earlier and it had carried five ever since, after I fired one off to test it. I reckoned they would last me a lifetime. I never seriously thought I might use a single one in anger.

         If I tell you I was not enjoying the situation, I am using a degree of understatement.

         Meanwhile the noises off were rising in crescendo, as was my nervousness. It was as if loudspeakers were booming away in all sixty rooms of the house: tap, tree-ee, ahh … h … hh. Charming hospitality, when your windows roar like this. No—it couldn’t be a window. Here at last was the great and terrible adventure my anxieties had been leading me towards for ten long years.

         In place of my revolver I took a torch. I drew a deep breath and leapt out into the corridor.

         The window facing my bedroom door was shut. The sound seemed to be coming more from the left, so I headed in that direction. The next window was over ten paces away, and before it the corridor made a slight bend. The ancients hadn’t bothered much about lighting.

         And then, to my immeasurable satisfaction, I came face to face with the culprit. Of course it was a window. It wasn’t properly shut. It swung to and fro like a corpse on the gallows. I immediately set about trying to close it.

         I say trying, because this was no simple task. The window had a fiendishly historic lock. It now dawned on me how very clever I was to have once perused an excellent standard work on old English locksmithery. This was one of those very rare occasions, crosswords apart, when the knowledge I had acquired would be put to some use. I slammed it shut with a flourish that no Shakespearean chambermaid could have bettered.

         The tension in my nerves eased. Wearily, but immensely reassured, I staggered back to my room. Through a combination of sheer courage and technical skill I had seen off my major fear. I would take a sedative and at last get some sleep. The business of the revolver could wait till the morning. 50

         But fate willed otherwise. The window was merely a gentle prelude.

         The moment I reached the bend in the corridor I saw a light outside the door of my room. I stepped two paces closer, and then, forgetting all sense of geography in my fright, began shouting in three languages at once. In front of the door, with a flaming torch in his hand, stood a gigantic medieval figure.

         Just to be clear on this: not for a moment did I think it could be any sort of ghostly apparition. While it is a fact that English castles are swarming with ghosts, they are visible only to natives—certainly not to anyone from Budapest.

         In fact the astonishing thing was, that it wasn’t a ghost. If the spirit of some elderly Englishman appears in a castle by night, there can be no complaint. It is something we have all been prepared for by literature. We solemnly vow to give his bones a decent Christian burial, and that is that.

         The single most eerie thing about our planet is that there are no such things as ghosts. For this, as for everything else, there must be a rational explanation, but it has always escaped me. What, for example, is one supposed to do, at midnight, when a giant medieval figure that is not a ghost is standing before your bedroom door? It is in fact in excellent health, and though it stares at you in a slightly hostile way, it politely enquires:

         “You have perhaps mislaid something?”

         “Would you be so kind as to explain who on earth you are?”

         “My name is John Griffith, sir.”

         “Pleased to meet you. The Earl, I think … ”

         “Yes, sir. I am in the service of the Earl of Gwynedd. Would you have mislaid anything?”

         I related the story of the window. My new acquaintance listened to my tale with typical British impassivity. I had the distinct feeling he did not believe a word I said. We were silent for some time. Then he added:

         “So all is well. Good night, sir … But if I were you … I would avoid going out into the corridors at night … These old corridors are somewhat … draughty. I mention this just in case.”

         And he strolled away, torch in hand, a truly medieval vision. 51

         Perhaps it was my imagination, but the advice seemed to carry some sort of threat.

         Back in my room, I began setting things straight. John Griffith had not been wearing medieval costume but, so far as I could be sure in my rather peculiar state of mind, garments from the early seventeenth century—a black doublet with puffed sleeves and padded black trunk hose. His collar was turned down as in the later portraits of Shakespeare. But enough of that.

         I felt like the old Israelite in the Bible—I forget his name—who went in search of his father’s asses and found a kingdom. The window I had been driven towards by my nervous false alarm had proved to be only a window. On the other hand, it was an undeniable fact that cartridges had been removed from my revolver, and that I was under surveillance from a giant in period costume. All this required some thought.

         I decided to lock the door, only to discover, with an astonishment greater than any I had experienced earlier that night, that while it had a lock, there was no key.

         Nonetheless I went to bed. I was exhausted, and managed somehow to put all these worrying concerns from my mind. I was just drifting off when I heard the door quietly open.

         The wind poured in again, and all the terrors of the night came flooding back. My heartbeat stopped, my brain ceased to function, but my instincts were still working—a bit like St Denis strolling away from Montmartre after his decapitation.

         I flicked the light on, aimed the empty revolver at the intruder, and said:

         “Stop!”

         I seemed to be acquiring a sort of sleuth-like nonchalance.

         With confidence, and consciousness, returning, I realised it was Maloney. He wore a black, skin-tight outfit which I immediately decided must be for rock-climbing. He closed the door carefully behind him and whispered:

         “Hullo-ullo-ullo.”

         “Hullo-ullo-ullo,” I returned, with a slightly interrogative intonation.

         “I hope I’m not disturbing you,” he went on.

         “Optimistic as ever,” I replied. “How did you get here? And 52more to the point, what are you doing in that outfit? Do you always dress up for your constitutional?”

         “My dear Doctor, we haven’t time for your witticisms. Some very odd things are going on in this building.”

         “They certainly are.”

         “If I wasn’t from Connemara, I’d swear the place was haunted. But as things are, I don’t know what to say. Tell me, have you by any chance come across … er … what shall I call it … an apparition?”

         “It depends what sort of apparition you mean.”

         “A huge great fellow, in a sort of Christmas pantomime outfit. With a torch in his hand. He stares at you and then moves away. Not a nice experience.”

         “I’ve actually spoken to him. He’s called John Griffith.”

         “Well, not a very ghostly name. In Wales every other person is called Griffith. But what’s he up to, prowling round outside our rooms?”

         “I haven’t the faintest.”

         “I can’t help it, but I am not happy with bogey-men like that lurking outside my room. And have you noticed anything else? For example, have you a key in your door?”

         “No, I haven’t.”

         “Same with me. And were your belongings searched while we were at dinner?”

         “Well … the cartridges have been removed from my revolver.”

         “Hm. The thought occurs to me … Doctor, would you just check that the parcel we put in your suitcase is still there?”

         Though the idea that anything might have been taken out of my luggage seemed improbable, I stepped out of bed, opened my second suitcase—the one I hadn’t yet unpacked—and searched through it, again and again. There was no trace of the parcel.

         “Interesting,” Maloney observed. “There are either thieves, or ghosts, walking this house. What do you make of it all?”

         But I didn’t see the matter as quite so simple. Had there been thieves on the prowl they would have taken my money, or my cigarette case at the very least, not my revolver cartridges and Maloney’s mysterious little parcel. Once again, my suspicion of the man was strongly aroused. 53

         “Tell me, Maloney—if you don’t mind my asking—what exactly was in that parcel?”

         He gave me a searching look.

         “So you opened it?”

         “Are you mad? Are you suggesting that I am responsible for the loss of your package? Tell me right now: what was in it?”

         “Just various rock-climbing things: they wouldn’t mean anything to you. The powder you saw was a kind of resin. To rub on the rope before I use it.”

         The next instant he dashed to the door, pressed his ear against it and listened. Now I too could hear footsteps approaching. He stepped back into the middle of the room and, without any introduction, burst out into “Happy days are here again”, beating time with a paper knife on a glass. He made a terrific noise. The footsteps faded into the distance.

         “Sorry about that,” he remarked. “I suddenly feel more cheerful. Life is great. This house is almost as good as the jungle. I remember when I was in Labuan, enjoying a quiet game of poker with the major, and this native policeman burst in to say that a band of orang-utans were approaching and had already sacked three houses. Orang-utans can be very nasty when they gang up in this way. There’s always a dominant female with them, and if she gets killed, the rest all run away. Fine, but how does a chap know which of those hairybacks is the old lady? I said to the major: ‘Just leave this to me. I know their little ways.’ I went out, and there they were, a pack of grinning apes … ”

         But by then I wasn’t in the mood to wait for Maloney’s story to finish. I was quite convinced that his manic behaviour was deliberate, that there was some purpose concealed under this cloak of idiocy—as with the Brutus we read about at school.

         It’s true I am prone to suspicion, but I was certain that he had begun singing when the footsteps approached in order to establish an alibi: to show that he was with me and not making any trouble, not getting into any mischief; he was just having a little singsong …

         “Sorry,” I said. “Can we leave the dominant female for some other time? Would you kindly explain why you’re in climbing gear at this time of night? In the films, by the way, it’s what the hotel 54thieves wear … And in any case, you haven’t explained how you got to my room.”

         “Oh, that’s simple. You know, as we arrived I noticed that there was a balcony up here on our floor, with carved figures taking the weight of the one above on their heads. I immediately felt I just had to climb up there. I’ve never done bearded stone statues before. And then I couldn’t get to sleep, I was so upset by the unfriendly reception we got from the Earl. Anyway, night climbing is my speciality. So I togged up and went out on to the balcony.”

         “And climbed up?”

         “No, that’s my point. I got out on the balcony, and found that the whole castle was surrounded.”

         “What?”

         “Oh yes. A horseman was standing at the gate, with a torch in his hand. He spotted me, and started shouting at me.”

         “What was he saying?”

         “I’ve no idea. He spoke some really strange local dialect. Actually, he only said one word, but I didn’t understand even that. But just that one word was pretty unpleasant. So I came back inside.”

         “And then?”

         “Then I tried to get back to my room, and met this thingy … this apparition … in the corridor. I started to get curious. I thought I’d come and ask you. You’re such a clever person, I was interested to see what you’d make of it all. So, what do you think?”

         “What do I think? ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio Than are dreamed of in your philosophy’.”

         “Why do you call me Horatio? Is that a compliment or an insult?”

         “Whichever you choose. And now I must wish you a more peaceful good night.”

         “Good night, Doctor. And don’t dream about strange figures in fancy dress.”

         He left, and I went back to bed, absolutely exhausted. I felt like a shipwreck victim finally washed up on the obligatory desert island.

         But I couldn’t sleep. Too tired even to think, I lay in a sort of comatose restlessness, if there is such a thing, for what seemed hours on end. 55

         Something was happening. Something was definitely happening. The Parcae were spinning their threads. The fate of the House was alive and active in one of the rooms; a serious crisis in the history of the Pendragons was about to unfold.

         And there stood—or rather lay—I, János Bátky from Budapest, with my endless premonitions and fears, helpless, not knowing a thing, confused and defenceless, at the very heart of the plot.

         Suddenly I heard such an extraordinary noise I virtually flew out of bed and rushed to the window.

         Maloney had not lied. Outside the window, with halberd and torch, a horseman in black galloped away into the darkness.

         
             

         

         Next morning the sun shone so benignly on the fabled green lawn of the park that I thanked God once more that I was in Britain. The sun rarely shines in these islands, but when it does the effect is so wonderful it is as if it were smiling down on a new-created world.

         I was still shaving when Osborne entered my room. After the dismal night I had passed his appearance was almost as refreshing as the sunshine itself. His whole being radiated that special quality of youth that is the greatest treasure of these islands, and unique to them. Surely nothing ill can dwell in a house where a young man like that can feel so contented.

         “Hello, Doctor. I trust you had a good night. The saying is, whatever you dream about on your first night here will come true.”

         “Well, as far as that’s concerned, I had a most interesting night. I’m not even sure what was dream and what was reality. I’m glad of the chance to speak to you about it in private. I tell you, some very strange things took place.”

         “Strange things? We’ve had none of those here in two hundred years, unfortunately. I can’t speak for the time before that, especially when we were still up in Pendragon. Llanvygan is the most petty bourgeois place in the whole United Kingdom.”

         “My notions of the petty bourgeois are somewhat different.”

         “Well, you’d better tell me about your little adventures, then.”

         “Where shall I start? First of all, didn’t you feel the Earl received us, how shall I say, rather coolly?” 56

         “Oh no, not at all. In England, as you know, it’s a point of principle that a guest should be received with the least possible fuss, to make him feel at home. But perhaps my uncle did overdo it slightly.”
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