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“Some say that gleams of a remoter world visit the soul in sleep – that death is slumber.”
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Preface to the 2013 Edition





‘Write what you know will always be excellent advice for those who ought not to write at all,’ Gore Vidal had said. ‘Write what you think, what you imagine, what you suspect.’ Thirty years ago, attempting my first novel, I was determined to accept that challenge. But where to begin?


I don’t remember what attracted me to the genre of crime fiction. Beyond a boyhood love for Sherlock Holmes I hadn’t read many detective stories, thrillers or whodunits. I’d thought of them merely as puzzle books: the body in the library, the scattered clues, the red herrings and finally the motive that indelibly condemns the guilty party. I was never convinced by these conventions. The genre rarely confronted the random nature of crime, the banality of the perpetrator, the clumsy pantomime of violence. And then, quite by chance, I read a report in a copy of the Hindustan Times about a murderer arrested in India for killing seventy people with a hammer. When asked to explain his monstrous behaviour, he’d merely smiled and shrugged and said he’d enjoyed the experience. Exactly. He’d offered no apologies, concocted no excuses. He was an outsider, a man who’d given himself permission to commit unspeakable acts, to embrace forbidden sensations, to trespass in a foreign country from which he knew he’d never return.


Here was my challenge. I’d write a portrait, a character study of just such an individual, an ordinary man in extraordinary circumstances; a quiet man in the daylight world, embarked after dark on his own perilous voyage of discovery. I’d inhabit the mind of a stranger, a midnight prowler, a murderer. It tickled my curiosity and satisfied my sense of mischief at the same time.


So I wrote the book as a flight of imagination – no one could accuse me of writing lightly varnished autobiography – but the subject proved an unexpected problem for some reviewers.


‘The details of his killings are elegant – unsettlingly so,’ a critic complained in Cosmopolitan. ‘If it were written badly one wouldn’t mind so much.’


‘Not only confounds received notions of good taste but also poses a discomforting moral problem, in that it contrives to be funny about the doings of a mass murderer – unspeakable acts are reported with an unwavering reasonableness, essential to the comic impact,’ warned the Times Literary Supplement.


I was startled by this reception. I hadn’t intended to shock the reader with a eulogy for a serial killer. I’d created a monster, perhaps, but like any proud parent I’d loved him enough to forgive his crimes and misdemeanours and felt comfortable enough in his company to regard the narrative as a lament for a lost soul, an erotic fantasy, a pitch-black comedy.


Since the novel was first published, psychopaths and serial killers have become commonplace celebrities in the downward spiral of popular culture. The Sandman probably no longer presents a threat to the gentle sensibilities of Tulsa OK World readers who were warned at the time that: ‘The writing is sick! Sick!’


Although still occasionally found among the mysteries and thrillers, I’m pleased to think of the novel as an exercise in postmodernism or absurdist fiction. And if we can’t agree on its intentions then perhaps, after all, I’ll settle for Michael Martone’s observation that: ‘Fiction … should resist and confuse categorization. Art for me is always about deranged arrangements, framing unframed deviations.’





Miles Gibson


December 2012



















Chapter One





Tulip stood and stared at herself in the mirror. She was wearing a black satin dress, high-heeled mules and an absurd wig of thick treacle curls that fell, in glittering cascades, to her elbows. Beneath the wig her face seemed very small and flat. She had the eyes of a goldfish and a slightly crooked mouth. Her eyebrows were no more than tiny black brushstrokes and her lips a mere splash from a scarlet pen. She stared at herself and smiled. She was tired and bored. Her ankles ached from the cruel tilt of the mules. She cocked her head until a curtain of heavy curls obscured her view, parted the hair with her fingers, smiled again, thrust out her breasts, cradled her belly in plump white hands, flirted with herself in the glass. When she was satisfied with her reflection she turned her attentions upon the room.


The room was small and hot and filled by a clumsy old-fashioned bed. Beside the bed a red telephone and a large armchair. Behind the armchair a locked door. There was a wash-basin in one corner of the room. On a shelf above the basin a bowl crammed with tablets of scented soap. A glass vase of wilting flowers on a low metal table. Rugs on the floor. A blind of candy-coloured slats against the window. A bookshelf against one wall and a battered wardrobe. A collection of dolls on the bookshelf. Beside the wardrobe a second door that led to the stairs and the street.


Tulip walked to the bed and picked up a twisted pillow. She punched it several times with her fist and threw it aside. She glanced at her watch. It was a little past ten-thirty and she had opened for business at noon. It had been a long and difficult day and it wasn’t finished. She bent to the low metal table and plucked at one of the limp roses. The flower exploded between her fingers. She swore and searched for a cigarette, when the doorbell rang.


She walked to the door and drew back a chain. When she opened the door she found a young man in a heavy winter coat, clutching a leather bag in his hands, standing among the shadows. For some moments she stood and stared at him in silence. And then, with a little movement of her head, she beckoned him into her room.


“What shall I call you?” she asked as she turned to confront him.


“My name is William.”


“That’s nice. I’ll call you Billy.”


The man said nothing. He looked around the room. He was wearing a pair of heavy spectacles and he screwed up his eyes as he tried to peer through the smeared glass.


“Don’t look so scared, Billy. I’m not going to eat you,” chirruped Tulip. She began to laugh. She threw back her head and bared her teeth. But the man looked puzzled. When she saw that he was not amused she tried to compose herself, lit a cigarette, gave it several brief tugs and snorted smoke through her nose.


“Why don’t you sit down, Billy, and take off your coat?”


The young man took off his coat and folded it carefully across the bed. He sat down in the armchair and placed the leather bag at his feet. His hair was short and shone like silver where it caught the light. He turned suddenly towards the door behind him and squinted at the keyhole, jerking his head as if listening for some faraway sound.


She took a step towards him, hesitated, glanced across his shoulder at the door. “That’s my own private room, Billy,” she said forcing another smile. “Would you like a drink?”


He frowned. “Is it empty?” he whispered.


“Yes, of course it’s empty,” she said with a laugh. “This is the room where I entertain. Don’t worry, Billy, we’re quite alone. Be brave and have a drink.”


“Yes, thank you,” he said.


“Scotch?”


“Fine.”


She turned to a cabinet beside the bed. He was young and frightened. He looked as if he might faint if she touched him. Old men made difficult customers – they were always trying to smell your shoes or peer at your bum through a keyhole. They were unpredictable. But the young men, ah, they were quickly satisfied. They had no imagination. She stifled a yawn as she poured the Scotch. “I haven’t seen you before,” she said.


“No.”


“Is this your first time?”


The young man nodded, adjusting the spectacles on his nose.


“That’s nice,” smiled Tulip. “Well, don’t look so unhappy. You’ll be fine. I’ve got clients who’ve been coming here for years and years. You’d be surprised. They’re just like old friends. They look after me and I take care of them. You understand?”


The man nodded and sipped his Scotch. Tulip sat down on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs. A bracelet of silver beads sparkled on her ankle. She smiled and sucked at her cigarette. Through the shroud of smoke her eyes flickered across his face, his hands, his clothes, his shoes. Behind the greasy spectacles he had bright, green eyes. His hands were clean and dainty. She didn’t like his hair.


“Some girls don’t care,” she complained. “They work the streets, steal your money while you’re pressed against the wall with your pants around your knees. They give the business a bad name. I like to make my clients feel special. That’s why I’ve gone to so much trouble here. It always pays to take a little extra trouble.” She gestured around the room with a fat, white hand.


“I used to be a dancer,” she explained, “I’ve had classical training. But I have very weak ankles…”


Without warning she opened the dress at her throat and peeled it away from her shoulders and breasts. There was a pause in the undressing while she searched for an ashtray, picked it up, dropped it, damn, picked it up and stabbed it several times with her cigarette. Then she prised her fingers into the wrinkled satin that had bunched around her belly and pushed the dress to her knees. It fell whispering to her feet and she stepped out of it with a little wave of her hand and a smile.


She was wearing nothing but a pair of fine black stockings that cut wickedly into the tops of her thighs making the skin there seem excessively polished and fat. Her breasts were heavy and swung loosely when she moved. The nipples were small as buttons. She dipped her hand between her legs and tweaked at the hair between finger and thumb, twisting it into a long black curl. Then she lit another cigarette and perched on the arm of the chair, swinging her legs, rubbing a breast against the young man’s face.


“There, Billy, isn’t that nice?” she inquired. She pulled at the cigarette, threw back her head and blew smoke towards the ceiling.


Billy reached up and whispered into her ear, “I wonder if you would allow me to indulge in a little habit of mine?”


Tulip frowned and stood up. “What is it?” she asked suspiciously. “I don’t want anything violent. And I don’t do anything – you know – dirty. This is a nice place.” She tugged in frustration at her cigarette and stared at his hair which had begun to glow with an unearthly light. It was bad enough having an old man peer at your bum through the keyhole without having a young one prancing around in bra and panties. She had hoped to attract a better class of customer.


“Oh, no, it’s nothing unpleasant,” said Billy soothingly. “But I’d feel much happier if I could wear my gloves.”


She frowned and shrugged. It wasn’t too bad. He might have wanted lipstick and a pair of high-heeled shoes.


“They seem to lend me so much confidence. I suppose it’s the rubber. They have such a wonderful rubbery smell.”


“Yeah, but what are you going to do with them?” she demanded darkly.


“Wear them,” smiled Billy innocently. He drew a pair of gloves from the leather bag. A pair of rubber kitchen gloves.


“What else have you got in that bag?”


“Books,” said Billy as he teased on the gloves.


“I read a book once,” she said and crushed out her cigarette. Then the young man smiled again and opened his arms, inviting Tulip to embrace him. She stepped forward and he cradled the back of her skull in a fat rubber hand.


For a long time the man and the woman stood, wrapped together in a silent embrace. And then Tulip sank to her knees. The handle of a slender knife was stuck in her neck. A chrysanthemum of blood had blossomed brightly from her ear. The man staggered beneath the weight of the fallen woman, dragged her forward and allowed her to collapse in the chair.


When he had recovered his breath he stepped back a few paces to admire the corpse. She was sprawled, as if asleep, her arms hanging loose and her legs slightly parted. The stockings were wrinkled and torn loose from their moorings. Her head rested against one shoulder. She stared back at the man with her cloudy goldfish eyes.


He knelt down and tried to smooth the stockings against her knees but the gloves made him clumsy and he dragged down the stockings in exasperation, peeling them roughly from her toes. He stared up at the woman then and smiled blissfully. She wore the handle of the knife against her hair in the manner of a Japanese comb. The chrysanthemum had thickened and its petals were spreading against her neck. He stretched out and tenderly touched her face with his rubber fingertips. He closed her eyes and her mouth fell open. Her tongue was red as a pomegranate. He brushed the hair away from her breasts and arranged her hands in her lap. His touch was delicate and precise. She had lost her mules and he retrieved them, slipping them neatly onto her feet.


When he was satisfied with her appearance he took his leather bag from beneath the armchair and pulled out a Polaroid camera. He took three photographs of the woman and laid the prints along the edge of the bed where they ripened into glossy bruises. He peered at them anxiously, impatient to examine the portraits.


And then he thought he heard it. A scuffle, a muffled cough, a groan or a sigh. He didn’t know – he couldn’t say exactly what he heard – but he felt someone was watching him. He turned in horror towards the window and stared at the cracks in the metal blind, He swung towards the door and snarled. His hands were trembling. His face was yellow and glossy with sweat. There were eyes glinting from every shadow. High on the bookshelf the dolls’ mouths hung open in silent screams. He twisted on his heel and scooped the pictures from the bed. He threw the pictures, the camera and tumbler of Scotch into the leather bag, bundled his coat beneath his arm and ran from the room into the cold and dangerous night.



















Chapter Two





He woke up shouting and clutching the sheets. The room was in darkness. He rolled sideways and groped for the light, screwing up his face against the glare. Sleep had tortured his hair into damp brown spikes. His pyjamas were clinging and wet. He stumbled from the bed and stood shivering against the wall. For some moments he could not move but waited, listening for the sound of footsteps in the rooms beyond the door.


He wiped his face in his hands. He could hear nothing in the silence but the mad, clockwork chatter of his heart. He rubbed his hands against the wall and closed his eyes. In the darkness of his head he could see again the shape of the woman as she sank to her knees, the angle of the knife against her throat, the sudden rush of rubber and blood.


He shuffled to the far wall and peered through a chink in the dusty curtains. He could see no one waiting for him, no one beckoned or waved from the street. He turned away from the window and stared at the door. He was stupid with shock. His memory of the past few days was blurred, day and night smudged together so that he walked sometimes at midnight and slept at noon. He tried to concentrate, cut through the confusion and assemble the facts. Now he remembered the woman’s name. Tulip. Her name was Tulip. He repeated the name several times, as if he was afraid he might lose it again. He remembered the heat of her skin and the curious glittering weight of her hair. What was she wearing? A dress, yes, a black dress and her legs were in stockings. There was a corset, a cobweb of pink rubber strands. No, that was another time. Another corpse. Dear God, so much blood.


His eyes hurt and his tongue felt swollen. He was haunted. The corpses followed him everywhere. When he slept he sensed them beside his bed, grinding their teeth as they watched him dream. When he went walking in the street he saw the dead among the living, a jostling crowd of corpses, staring at him as he hurried past.


He needed a cigarette. He tiptoed into the kitchen and found a crumpled pack of Camel. He smoothed the cigarette between finger and thumb but could not find his mouth. There were tears rolling from his eyes and dripping from the tip of his nose. He brushed at the tears with his fist and swore aloud. He must reach the telephone. He knew, at last, he must call the police. Yes, if there was time, if he could reach the phone before he was buried beneath the weight of the dead, he knew he’d be safe. He must surrender himself to the police.


The smoke burned his throat and clouded his head. Beneath the window of his study a small table and on the table a telephone. He moved towards it. The journey seemed endless, the floor expanding, the walls shrinking away from him. The light from the ceiling bleached his face as he passed beneath it His shadow ballooned against the furniture, a black satin shroud sailing beside him. At last he reached the table and sank into the little chair beside the telephone. He stretched out his hand and then hesitated, his eyes drawn to a book almost hidden beneath the papers and half-forgotten letters. It was a cheap exercise book, grubby at the edges, the spine worn white, the pages filled black with tiny handwriting.


For a long time he sat and stared at the diary, his hand stretched out but the fingers withered and curled. He wanted to read it. He wanted to try and make sense of it again. The diary explained everything. He held it gently in his hands. The forbidden journal. The book of the dead. He turned the cover and began to read.



















Chapter Three


THE JOURNAL





My name is William Mackerel Burton. I have killed eighteen men and women. It has been my life’s work.


I am an artist. My work has been shown on television and acclaimed as a national scandal. The popular press has followed my career with feverish enthusiasm. My work has been reviewed in several languages. I am celebrated. A book has been published of my complete works. I have to confess, it is not a very good book – a lurid volume of bad photographs, rumours and gossip. A cheap paperback book of the dead. I bought a copy for my collection and discovered that many of the murders mentioned were quite unknown to me. They were counterfeits, clumsy copies in the style of the master. But I was flattered. I cannot complain. And this diary will, one day, correct their mistake.


I assume many shapes. I am Siva, purveyor of death in a thousand disguises. I am the Sandman. Doctor Death. The Golden Reaper. The nightmare of old ladies, the ambition of young men, the Hammersmith Horror, the Monster of Maida Vale, the London Butcher. But you, for reasons of personal comfort, may prefer to call me insane.


I am beyond capture. I shall retire and leave nothing behind but the silence. Can you imagine the sense of loss that overwhelms the artist at the prospect of leaving less than a thumbprint to mark his career? A painter hangs his daubs in public galleries, a sculptor plants his bronze in city parks and the people gather round to admire it. My work is also extraordinary and not without its beauty. Yet, once discovered, it is wrapped up in sheets and bundled away under cover of darkness. I do not beg your applause for the whisper of my knife or expect you to gawp at the blood of the corpse. But some account of my work is demanded.


Perhaps it would be easier, you suggest, to surrender myself and allow the authorities to broadcast the authorised version of my life? But what patience would they have for the explanations of a lunatic, a man who was asked the questions and invented his own replies? What do they understand of the artist and his vision? They trade in motives and morals, jealous husbands and greedy thieves. No, it is better that I explain myself in my own words.


How then shall I describe myself? I am the balance and the razor’s edge. The snake in the grass. The grain of sand in the oyster’s soft flesh. The shadow at the end of the street. The bogeyman beneath your bed. Others struggle to scrawl their likenesses on history’s faded blackboard, repeating and repeating the same crude face. I am the man with the bright, wet sponge. I am the hand which wipes the board clean.


When I die I shall return to the world as a fatal disease for which there is no remedy. It will not be a painful or disfiguring disease. No, I’ve thought about it and I want to be an exotic fever. I will inhabit the bodies of young girls, heat them up until their breasts swell and their faces glow. I will appear suddenly and produce a strikingly beautiful corpse, so that people will say, if I must die, I hope I die of Mackerel Poisoning or Butcher’s Brain or whatever they call me.


I am not without mercy for the mourners who fall on their knees behind me But, you must understand, death is not a machine of my own invention. Death touches everyone. I merely choose the time and make the arrangements. My capture would not grant you eternal life. I would continue in the shape of a sudden chill, a faulty brake pedal, a spark of fire in the bedclothes. The evening news describes my arrest, you thank God for mercy, and the television explodes in your face. But I must make you understand. I must find the beginning and make you understand.


*


My mother kept a private hotel in a small, damp seaside town where the water was deep and the cliffs were as soft as cheese. All through the summer the house was crowded. There were strangers in every room. But during the winter the house was empty and the rooms smelt of paraffin and rain.


In those days I lived in the attic, a tiny kingdom of pygmy furniture and giant dolls. The walls were covered in a heavy yellow paper printed with rows of radishes. My kingdom contained a wardrobe, a table and a broken chair. I kept a bag of crayons on the table, a jigsaw puzzle of a flying boat and an alphabet book made from waterproof cardboard. The bed was a blue box with shallow wooden walls to prevent me from falling out of my dreams, over the floor and down the stairs. Beside the bed a tiny candle in a paper collar that glowed in the night for comfort From the end of my bed I could sit and survey the dolls who kept sentry at the window.


The dolls were made from rags. They were nothing more than scarecrows sewn from petticoats and shirts, but I loved them. Sometimes, when I was alone, I would gather them together and lie beneath them while the herring gulls stared through the bars of the window.


There was one doll who became my favourite, a handsome creature with a cotton cushion for a head and glass button eyes. Her body was made from a satin blouse and although she was soft she felt especially heavy and warm. When I crawled beneath her on the bed I suffocated under her weight. For a time I refused to be parted from this shapeless concubine and often confused her with my mother.


My mother was a small woman with large red hands. She wore trousers and several cardigans. I cannot remember her face. During the first few years of my life I recognised her by the colour of her hands. And a very particular smell. Whenever I try to conjure up this early memory of my mother I can smell breakfast, for she had always cooked a dozen breakfasts before she came to wash and dress me and lead me down from the attic. Her embrace held the smoke of fried eggs and streaky bacon. If my mother came to haunt me now her ghost would hide in a trail of frying-pan smoke. For this reason I never eat breakfast. But then, in those faraway years, breakfast was the most glorious and exciting time of day.


The breakfast room was warm and filled by tables dressed in limp linen shrouds. I was too small to reach the tops of these tables so I crawled under them and sat in the twilight, sucking toastcrumbs I gleaned from the carpet and staring at the legs that surrounded me. Sometimes a hand would appear between a pair of knees and offer me a finger of toast soaked in egg yolk, a shred of bacon or a sugar lump. I crawled up and down the corridor of legs with my mouth open and my tongue hanging out.


After breakfast everyone left the house and I was taken to the kitchen and filled with rusks and milk until I was sick.


As I grew older the furniture in the attic shrank, holes appeared in the flying boat and geraniums replaced the radishes. The dolls turned shapeless and grey. My oldest friends began to rot and fall apart. One day I smuggled a pair of scissors into the attic and opened up my favourite, snipping at her dusty seams. I examined the contents of her stomach. I found a scrag-end of carpet, a small net curtain, a sock, a vest and sixpence. I buried the remains in a suitcase stored beneath the bed.


I was soon tall enough to rest my chin on the tops of breakfast tables and stare at the faces of strangers. I learned to stand motionless with my head balanced on the edge of the cloth, my mouth open, my eyes watching the movement of forks loaded with egg and bacon and sausage.


I was called Mackerel because for the first six or seven years of my life I never closed my mouth. I sucked air like a drowning fish. But it was not merely the promise of table scraps that made my jaw hang heavy in my face. Every time I saw a man or woman my mouth popped open in surprise. No matter how often I looked at them I never overcame my astonishment. At first they were only hands, legs and sandals leaking sand. As I grew older and taller their faces came into view and the shock was too much for me. I had expected the same, simple pastry cut-out that I saw whenever I looked at myself in the mirror. Sultana eyes and a keyhole mouth. Instead, these faces were huge and bruised and forlorn. There were long, wrinkled faces the colour of rotting apples. There were broad, scarlet faces with the skin falling off in silver flakes. There were swollen faces that blistered and bubbled and shone.


One night, as my mother helped me into bed, I described these various skin complaints: She shrugged her shoulders and told me that people liked to sit in the sun. But I knew she was trying to conceal the truth. Sometimes she smeared a gobbet of calamine on my nose, forced a hat down over my ears and sat me in the sun. I remained as pale as distemper. These people were not sitting in the sun. These people were falling apart and had probably come here to die. I had seen it happen to my dolls. I rolled another question around my mouth but my mother was too quick for me, pressed a finger against my lips and clucked impatiently.


“Shut up, Mackerel. Close your eyes or the Sandman will catch you.”


“Who?” I demanded with interest.


“The Sandman. He’s a wicked old man who catches children when they won’t go to sleep and sprinkles sand in their eyes.”


“Does he live on the beach?”


“No, he tiptoes around peeping through bedroom windows searching for children who won’t close their eyes.”


“Why?”


“You can ask him yourself when he taps on the glass,” she sighed and snapped out the light.


Well, it was a complete mystery. I imagined the Sandman as a local barbarian, half man and half beast, a shambling corpse packed full of wet sand. I never saw him while awake but I often saw him when asleep. As I grew older my dreams grew darker.


My new growth also gave me a better view of my mother. I discovered that her face was plump as an egg and speckled with tiny freckles. Her hair was the colour of a certain inferior brand of toffee and she wore metal rings in her ears. Her mouth looked very small and her eyebrows were drawn with a pencil. I liked to sit on her lap and stare at the face, tracing its lines with my finger. The breakfast fumes in her cardigans were forgotten at such a height as I nuzzled my nose against her skin, searching for the little patch of Yardley scent she liked to keep on her neck.


It was about this time that Uncle Eno first noticed me under his feet. He was a tall, narrow man who smelt of tobacco and Brilliantine. He wore sunglasses and a green shirt. He did not leave after breakfast and sit in the sun with the other guests, but seemed to walk around the house for hours and stare through the windows in silence. There was an expression of unspeakable sadness about him. Whenever he caught sight of me he would bend down slowly, pat my head in a friendly manner and breathe over me. His breath was as black as funerals.


He came to the house each August and slept in the bedroom under my attic. I was always excited when his enormous leather suitcase appeared in the hall. He was a mysterious figure and I fancied he came to shelter with us from some great personal tragedy. I suspected a tragedy because my mother cooked him special breakfasts which he shared with me in the kitchen. He was my mother’s favourite and I could understand her feelings – my own favourite having only recently been laid to rest. My mother suffered regular bad health throughout the month of August and she often told me that Uncle Eno proved a comfort.


“Your Uncle Eno has come as a blessing,” she would declare as she loaded his plate with bacon, “He’s a great comfort to your poor mother.”


“You’re a fine woman,” Uncle Eno would say as he waved his fork in her face. “And you shouldn’t be ashamed of your appetites.”


My mother cast an anxious glance in my direction. Good grief. I had never seen my mother’s appetites, but I hoped they were not infectious – I certainly didn’t want them.


Uncle Eno was especially sympathetic to her complaints, I concluded, because he suffered some rare and malignant disease of his own. Sometimes, on quiet afternoons when the house was empty and nothing could be heard but the faint echo of gulls in the chimneys, my mother would collapse on a sofa and complain of a tightness in her stomach. Then Uncle Eno would sit beside her, stroke one of her big red hands and make soothing noises in his throat. The tightness must have been very uncomfortable because finally Uncle Eno would have to unbuckle her trousers and rub her stomach to ease the pain. My mother would moan as he rubbed the affected parts but it did not frighten me. I knew, of course, she was having more trouble with her appetites. But on the few occasions I tried to catch sight of them Uncle Eno would winkle me out of my hiding place and send me away to buy chocolate.


I was a happy child. The days passed blissfully. I sang and danced and blew bubbles of chocolate over my chin. I stared at the world and laughed.


Does the knowledge upset you? Would you prefer that Mackerel the murderer, the London Butcher, had been shackled in the cellar and beaten with a leather strap? Would it suit your sensibilities to learn that I had been locked in a cage, neglected, deprived and deserted by my mother? Would it help you make sense of my life? Would your sleep be sweetened by the knowledge that my brains had been poisoned in childhood? It seems a shame to disappoint you but, alas, my early years were happy as a picture book.


There were long, parched afternoons when I was marooned on the beach and made to pick sand from packets of tomato sandwiches. There were nights of tremendous blustering storms when the streets sparkled with salt and the sea coughed seaweed against the windows. There were bonfires big as haystacks and fireworks that fell in the mud and shot sparks into my hair and eyelashes. There were Christmas parties when the house was lost in a fog of blue cigar smoke and the carpets were sharp with pine needles. There were birthday parties when I dribbled warm sugar over my wrists and glued my hands to the curtains. There were conjuring tricks and clockwork boats, tin trumpets and goldfish. There were rubber cushions that farted, magnets, footballs and invisible ink. I was deprived of nothing. I was gorged on the richest foods and wrapped in the warmest overcoats. My mother and father did everything they could to entertain and amuse me. I have none but tender memories of them.


Although the first time I remember taking any particular notice of my father was the day I found his corpse on the kitchen floor.


*


It was November and the house was empty. My throat was sore and I had been kept away from school for a week. Boys who breathed through their mouths, my mother warned, were prone to sore throats. I shuffled aimlessly through the house, wrapped in a dressing-gown and scarf. It was three o’clock in the afternoon and nearly dark. My mother was asleep in her room.


I was passing the kitchen door when I was suddenly seized with a craving for biscuits. The biscuits responsible for my addiction were called Godfrey’s Fingers. They were long, brittle sticks dusted on one side with grains of sugar that flashed like a coat of mashed glass. The thought of them made me sweat with lust. I stood trembling by the kitchen door, coiling the scarf around my chin and mouth and plotting their theft. My mother, who was never sympathetic to the weaknesses of the addict, kept Godfrey’s Fingers in a tin box on the highest and most difficult shelf in the kitchen. It needed a crafty eye and a lot of courage to recover them. But the addict Mackerel had a measure of both when the lust was upon him.


The kitchen was full of shadows. I crept through a crack in the door and tiptoed towards the great chest of drawers that guarded the larder. I had learned from experience to pull open each of the drawers (baking tins, ladles, knives and roasting trays), until they formed a rickety ladder over which I could scramble and scratch my way to the top. And there, among the cobwebs and earwigs, on the very roof of the chest, lay the magic box of Fingers. It was a dangerous climb for a small boy and made Godfrey’s holy digits taste even spicier.


The box, when I reached it, opened with a startled gasp. I tucked five fingers into the pocket of my dressing-gown and turned to make the descent. It was my second robbery of the week and, despite my sore throat, I loved to break the biscuits into pieces and let them dissolve slowly against the roof of my mouth until there was nothing left except the buttery sweetness. Their delicate flavour –and the length of time it took me to suck each biscuit into nothing –usually drove me into the lavatory where I knew I could enjoy myself without being disturbed.


I had reached the ground, my scarf full of spiders and my mouth full of biscuit, when I noticed my father. He was spread on the floor beneath the far window. Had he been there all the time, I wondered, or had he tiptoed through the door while my attention had been taken up with the biscuit box and I was safely out of view beneath the ceiling.


It was a surprise to see my father in the house at that time in the afternoon. During the winter he took a job with the council, painting the promenade railings, and he did not usually come home until I was in bed and asleep. Why then had he appeared so abruptly on the kitchen floor?


While I was wrestling with this problem it dawned on me that he was flat on his back. It was perfectly natural, as far as I was concerned, to jump or roll or scamper about on my hands and knees. But I had never seen men or women attempt any of these more eccentric forms of locomotion. And, anyway, he was not moving but simply lay there on his back, arms folded neatly over his stomach, and stared at the ceiling.


I coughed at him. It hurt my throat but he did not turn his head in my direction. I grunted at him. I whistled and clapped my hands. But my father continued to ignore me.


After a few minutes in which neither of us moved I shuffled across the kitchen to take a closer look at him. His face was a most unusual colour. The skin was a sinister shade of slush and his eyes were yellow. I waggled my hands in his face and stuck out my tongue. But nothing seemed to draw his attention.


I could not understand it. I sat down beside him and waited for him to recognise me. It was dark and cold on the kitchen floor. I turned, for comfort, to Godfrey’s Fingers. I recovered one of them from my dressing-gown pocket and pushed it firmly between my father’s teeth. It stuck out of his mouth like the handle of a swordswallower’s blade. He made no attempt to suck or chew this precious offering. It was a waste.


Finally I grew tired of watching him and retired to the lavatory to suck my remaining Fingers. I cannot remember when my mother discovered the corpse or what happened to me during the following hours. But by the next morning it was obvious that some kind of holiday had been declared and I was delivered into the hands of a distant aunt.


I understood that my father had died but it did not trouble me. He had gone but, I felt certain, one day he would come back. Everyone else came back to us in the season. For a little while I missed him. I continued to look for him when the doorbell rang or someone moved on the stairs, but then I forgot. My father had died. I accepted it. My aunt informed me he had gone to Heaven but I preferred to believe he had gone to Bolivia. Why he had lain down on the kitchen floor and refused to speak to me before his departure was a mystery.


The aunt owned a large apartment in a crumbling Victorian mansion on the seafront of a neighbouring town. My room was huge and cold and draughty. The windows rattled behind their curtains and the bed creaked when I moved my head. I hated it I hated the heavy furniture cut from slabs of purple wood, the threadbare carpet and the gloomy etchings on the wall. In protest I cried myself to sleep each night which seemed to satisfy my aunt who thought the tears were dedicated to my father. She would creep to my bedside in the dark and dry my face by pressing it into the folds of her dress. Her body was hot and smelt of talcum powder. I learned to cry loudly and to great effect.


It was during this strange holiday that I met Dorothy. She was the daughter of the local grocer but seemed to prefer the company of my aunt for she spent every afternoon in the house. She was a few years older than myself and built like a greyhound. My aunt told her to treat me kindly because I had recently discovered my father’s corpse and was suffering from the shock. My aunt confessed this in a loud whisper, shielding her mouth from me with the back of her hand, as if I had caught my father walking around in my mother’s underwear and I would soon need my brains examined. Dorothy was fascinated.


The next afternoon she arrived with a loaf of stale bread tucked under her arm. She stood and stared at me for some time and then invited me to walk with her to feed the gulls on the beach. I was flattered.


The sea lay very quiet, a molten depth of grey marble beneath a wrinkled skin. When the skin was stretched the heavy veins rolled translucent in the sun. She faced the sea, screwing up her face against the glare, holding out the loaf and tearing at its crust. She threw a morsel of the bread high into the air where a gull snatched it with a greedy swoop. Then, to my amazement, the sky was full of gulls, wheeling and screaming above our heads. Dorothy broke the loaf into pieces, laughing and tossing them into the sky. The birds swarmed above her, grey rags in the silver light. When the bread was finished she brushed her hands clean of crumbs and stared at me thoughtfully.


“What did it look like when you found it?” she asked at last.


“What?”


“The corpse,” she said eagerly.


I shrugged. I couldn’t remember anything remarkable about it.


“It was on the floor,” I said casually.


“Did it have its eyes open?” she asked as she pulled off her shoes.


I nodded.


“Did you close them?”


I shook my head.


“Did you cover it with a sheet?” she asked breathlessly.


“No.”


“Weren’t you frightened?” she demanded impatiently.


“No,” I said, “I gave it a biscuit.”


She shrieked, threw away her shoes and ran into the sea. The water swilled around her calves. Her skin glittered with salt. The edges of her skirt were wet.


I walked at a distance from the water, holding her shoes in my hand. I held them carefully, letting them dangle by their straps and watched her balance in the waves.


The wind, scudding at an angle across the water, caught beneath her skirt and lifted it briefly, exposing the backs of her thighs. I called out to her and she turned to face me. Her hair flew into her eyes. She waved and tried to run through the waves towards me, her legs kicking and plunging through the grey foam.


She was cold and shivering when she returned. Her feet were caked with sand and she tried to smack them clean with her hands, leaning on me for support.


“When I die, I shall have hundreds of candles,” she said.


“When are you going to die?” I asked her with considerable interest.


“Oh, I haven’t made up my mind,” she sighed and her tone of voice suggested that it might happen at any moment.


We walked home holding hands and I made her promise that if she decided to die while I stayed with my aunt she would come and die in my room.


Her interest in corpses inspired Dorothy to devise a game which we played in secret whenever my aunt went to visit my mother. Dorothy was always left to guard me on these occasions and we could run wild in the apartment for hours. The game would begin with Dorothy demanding a full description of my father. I was already bored with the story but recited it patiently while she sat on the floor and squirmed. When she was satisfied that I had omitted nothing we could play the game. I was made to lie on the carpet with my eyes closed and assume the role of the corpse while she, dancing on tiptoe around me, had to bring me back from the dead. She tried to work this miracle by a dozen ingenious tortures, each one inflicted upon me suddenly and without warning. She tickled the soles of my feet with a spoon, spat on my face and poked pencils in my ears. I resisted bravely but always came alive again, shouting and spluttering and calling her a cheat.


When I was restored to life it was Dorothy who became the corpse. She seemed to prefer this pan of the game for she swore and snorted impatiently if I remained dead for more than five minutes. She would take off her dress, to save creasing it, and throw herself down dressed in nothing but her blue cotton knickers. The sight of her sprawled on the floor at my feet, with her eyes closed and her long greyhound legs thrown apart, gave me a strange feeling of warm wax melting and moving in my stomach. I stared at her without daring to shake her awake. Her sharp knees developed a faint blue blush from the draughts. Her nipples darkened and grew by some diabolical magic I did not understand. I would squat beside her and peer at the body with a delicious blend of horror and delight while the warm wax burned inside me.


I usually managed to break through the trance and inflict a number of small cruelties on her arms and legs. But nothing I devised could bring her back from the dead. She lay there with her eyes screwed shut, her breath reduced to short, panting rasps, and refused to be saved. Finally I would grow bored and wander away. The wax cooled and hardened. I forgot about her and left the room. Then she would throw a tantrum, chase me up and down the stairs and demand that the game begin again.


One afternoon, when I was bruised and bored by being dragged back from death by Dorothy, she invented a variation of the game in an attempt to revive my interest. The corpse, she whispered dramatically, would go and hide somewhere in the apartment and need to be hunted before it could be trapped and brought back to life. I had reservations about this graveyard hide-and-seek but Dorothy was thrilled by the notion and volunteered to be the first to creep away and die.


I stood in the parlour with my hands over my face and counted slowly and loudly to fifty. The silence, when I had finished my count, was formidable. I bravely trotted from room to room, poking under tables and reaching behind cupboards, but the corpse had vanished.


It was several anxious minutes before I discovered the first clue to Dorothy’s chosen burial ground. Her dress was hanging limply from my aunt’s bedroom door. I sneaked into the bedroom and dropped onto my hands and knees, scampering across the carpet to peer under the bed. But the room was empty. The great feather mattress lay undisturbed. The black Victorian dressing-table had not been touched. The long velvet curtains concealed nothing but dust. I looked around nervously. My aunt’s bedroom had always been closed to me. I retreated to the safety of the door when I saw the second clue in front of the wardrobe.


Now the wardrobe was especially fearsome, the size of a gothic chapel, the whole decorated with carved wooden monkeys and oak leaves and vines, it stood on massive panther feet and cast a giant shadow across the room. The door of the wardrobe held a mottled, oblong mirror and reflected in the mirror I caught sight of a pair of blue cotton knickers crumpled in a heap on the carpet. The wardrobe had obviously eaten Dorothy.


I shuffled towards it and prised back the great door, inch by groaning inch. There, made blue by the gloom of coats and dresses, lay the naked greyhound, slumped in a corner with her arms wrapped over her head. She had died in such a manner that very little of the corpse was available to my inquisitive fingers. I stepped into the creaking tomb and allowed the door to swing shut behind me.


Wedging myself in the opposite corner I stretched out my arms through the shifting screens of silk and fur until I had grasped as much as I could of the rigid Dorothy. I groped and strained until I was in full possession of her leg. It was only one of her legs, true, but it was complete from the sharp blade of the ankle to the heat of her hip. I needed both hands to hold it steady, to stop it shrugging free and shrinking back again into the darkness. The only weapon available was my tongue. I flicked it out and ran it experimentally along the edge of her knee. The skin was rough but she gave a little shudder that encouraged me. And so, hidden in the mothballed darkness, beneath the rustling of my aunt’s frocks, kneeling on a leather handbag, I began to lick the leg into life. It was a great success.


Dorothy, much to my surprise, began to whimper, softly at first, but then long and loudly. Encouraged by her protests, and seeking softer pastures for my grazed mouth, I moved higher, darting and dribbling over the brow of her hip. She thrashed around and tried to kick out but I held onto the leg and fought to pull it harder against me. She twisted suddenly and fell on her back so that my head was catapulted forward into her lap. My mouth was filled for a moment with unexpected beard. I was electrified. My tongue curled up in fright.


Dorothy moaned horribly, as if she were about to die for a second time, and fled into the daylight. I scrambled after her, frightened by the noises she made and trying to nurse my tongue in my hand. By the time I had gathered my wits the corpse had pulled itself back into its clothes and was busy trying to tidy the wardrobe.


She did not, as I feared, appear angry or hurt. Instead, she made me swear to tell no one of our game and then, in the same breath, made me promise to play it again the next day. I nodded and sucked my tongue in silence. I had a lot to think about. But we never played the game again. My aunt returned that afternoon and told me I was going home. My relief at escaping from the antics of the wild and snapping greyhound was mixed with a peculiar sense of disappointment.


When I returned to the hotel late the next morning I found that my father was still reported missing in Bolivia and Uncle Eno was sitting at the kitchen table nursing a mug of Bovril. As soon as he saw me he fished in his pocket for chocolate but my mother swept me into her arms and carried me to the attic. She looked very old. I studied her carefully while she helped me unpack my little cardboard suitcase. She was dressed, I noticed, in a new black cardigan and my father’s best trousers. Her freckles had turned as grey as pepper and her nostrils were raw and peeling. Her eyes, when she returned my concentrated stare, were milky as glass buttons. She reminded me of my rag doll harem in the last hours of its decay.


Uncle Eno did everything he could to charm and please the poor woman. He offered her bottles of Guinness and little bars of Yardley soap wrapped in cellophane. I did not see him rub her belly again but he often patted her baggy trousered bottom in a comforting manner. I was happy that he tried to help but, on one occasion, however, he went too far and shocked me. I distinctly saw him pull out his pocket handkerchief and allow my mother to blow her nose in it. To my horror she gave several wet snorts, bunched up the sodden rag and stuffed it back into Uncle Eno’s jacket pocket. I could hardly believe my own eyes. It was the most disgusting act I had ever witnessed and made me shiver for a week at the memory of it.


But despite the kind attentions of Uncle Eno, my mother’s health did not improve and her pains seemed too deep now to be penetrated by his supple fingers. The evening of his departure he bent his big, sad face against mine and breathed over me. His melancholy seemed to have navigated new depths of despair. For some minutes he could not even speak but merely wagged his head from side to side forlornly.


“You’re a queer fish, young Mackerel,” he said at last.


“Yes, uncle.”


He wagged his head again and sucked on a tooth. “I want you to take some advice.”


“Yes, uncle.”


“Never trust anyone – take my advice – never trust anyone and you’ll live to be ninety. Do I make myself understood?”


“Yes, uncle.”


He ruffled my hair with his hand and smiled sadly. “You must look after your mother for me, Mackerel,” he said in farewell. “Remember, you’re the man of the house.”


I was not impressed with my promotion to the adult world. My opinion of men and women had not improved with my father’s death.


*


The new man of the house stood in the bathroom and watched the blood flow down his neck. He was bleeding from both nostrils, fat scarlet worms that moved warmly against his chin and were creeping gradually towards his chest. A young man who breathed through his mouth, my mother warned, was prone to bleed from the nose. She did not offer any explanation. She had made it sound like some peculiar ritual the body must perform to turn the boy into man. For this reason I felt as proud and frightened as a ripe girl at the sight of her own blood. The second flow in a week. I watched the blood shine in the mirror and wondered if I would bleed to death. But the worms stopped moving, wrinkled darkly and failed to make their escape. I splashed water over the worms, hoping to revive them, watching them melt and stain my skin.


I was sixteen years old. The face that stared back at me from the mirror was neither ugly nor handsome. The eyes that admired the blood stains on my chin were neither kindly nor cruel: they were green. The nose was straight, the mouth full and hanging open. The teeth were slightly crooked. The hair was limp and badly cut around the ears. I had freckles and a moustache too soft to shave. It was an ordinary face that could be seen once and immediately forgotten. I helped my mother in the hotel and no one raised an eyebrow in admiration or disgust. No one noticed when I passed through a door or stood behind their chair. It was an ordinary face. The perfect face of murder. I cannot remember the ambitions that clawed impatiently between the ears of this pale young man. He worked hard and said nothing. Life presented itself as a long, straight and virtually deserted street along which he expected to stroll at a slow and dignified pace. He rarely laughed, yet, equally, he rarely woke in the night and screamed. He was polite to guests and clean in his habits. He had an altogether mild and gentle temperament. The perfect temper for murder.


The worms were dead. I tried several brisk snorts to open my nostrils but they were firmly plugged with blood. Reluctantly I had to declare the bleeding complete and continue with the morning’s work. My duties began at dawn and rarely finished until midnight. My mother needed help to crack eggs, toast bread and open marmalade. I served at the tables, swept the floors, scrubbed the kitchen and fed the boiler. I balanced the books, weighed the laundry and measured the sugar into the bowls.


A girl arrived late in the morning to make the beds and wash the dishes. Her name was Wendy Figg. She was the size of a sofa and had a dainty Victorian porcelain face on which she liked to paint expressions of innocent surprise. Her eyebrows were drawn into arches and her cheeks were flushed. Her mouth was puckered as if she was nursing a grape between her lips and her teeth. She rarely painted her lips but they were always red. She kept her hair in neat yellow bunches, tied with ribbons. This prim and dainty effect was made spectacular by the rest of her body which had all the broad, slack, comfortable qualities of parlour furniture. She liked to dress in frocks cut from heavy velvet that reminded me of cushion covers, but when she worked she favoured a thin nylon coat through which I could see the struggle of her underwear. Her hands were pale and fat and she wore an engagement ring on one spiky finger. A little cauliflower of diamond grit and glass.


My favourite duty of the day was watching Figg make the beds. My mother did not trust Figg to work alone in the rooms and insisted that I follow her from bed to bed and discourage her from stealing the soap. My mother, bad health forbidding her to work at anything but the lightest tasks as I grew old enough to manage the heaviest, had taken out a subscription to a romantic book club. Her brains were quickly addled with tales of fainting virgins, brutal pirates and servants who peered through keyholes and stole family fortunes. Poor Figg was my mother’s idea of a servant. She was convinced that the girl’s pockets were crammed with slivers of soap. Every Sunday I was sent upstairs to count the soap and record my findings in a small notebook. I did nothing to defend Figg’s honesty. Watching her work gave me so much pleasure that I did not want to lose my excuse for squatting in corners and trying to squint up her skirts. I don’t believe Figg ever knew of my mother’s mad suspicions and, anyway, she seemed glad of my company.
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