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For their heart studieth destruction,


And their lips talk of mischief.


Proverbs 24:2 (KJV)
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A fragile sheath of light lay across the great town, juiced-up pink in benign confusions of cloud at the far end of streets. Beneath this sunset I walked towards a hospital, chosen at random from the A–Z London in a newsagent.


The previous night I had sat until dawn in an overheated Accident and Emergency waiting room, amongst that cheerless faction with their lacerated thumbs and temporary eye patches. A teenage girl had leaned forward, vomiting liquid into a cardboard spittoon. The orderlies ignored her. After an hour of punishment, she slid her regurgitations beneath the seat then quietly departed with her whispering pal. I had felt like asking if I could tag along and sleep down on her bedroom floor, among the dolls of her recent girlhood.


I approached the institutional architecture of that evening’s hospital: aluminium chimney stacks, yellow night windows in 1930s darkened brick; the familiar, illuminated red and white Accident & Emergency light box suspended above automatic sliding doors.


I saw a tall and handsome young man of my own age, standing, leaning against the wall by the doors with one leg canted up, wearing a grey macintosh; he pulled a cigarette down from his mouth and tossed it like a dart so that it burst on the tarmac in orange sparks. Blowing out smoke straight through his lips, he observed me walking towards him and he put his foot down in a scraping motion to pulverise the scattered butt. He turned and strode straight in through the sliding doors of Accident and Emergency.


This waiting area was similar to the previous night’s, but busier. There was no sign of the man from outside and it crossed my mind he was a young doctor having a sly, hypocritical puff. About fifteen people were seated in bright blue bucket chairs which were connected by horizontal metal bars, all bolted to the floor so they could not be cast through the fluorescent air by impatient yet sufficiently agile sufferers.


There were no people with axes or knives embedded in blood-matted scalps. Several supplicants leaned into the palms of their hands with despair, as if this would give them priority. A man accompanied by a young child held one arm out before him in salute, precisely supporting it at the horizontal like a spirit level. His kid had assembled an arcane arrangement of health information leaflets and was playfully sliding them around on the floor by the dad’s feet.


An extremely fat, seated woman was calmly reading a magazine; she looked as though she’d drifted in for a manicure. Maybe she was waiting on someone undergoing treatment? You could bet she had somewhere to sleep that night.


Up back was an old man with red and watering eyes, white stubble against his black skin, calmly muttering, ‘Doctor will give me a little something. Oh. Yes. It’s okay, everyone. Doctor will give me a little something.’ He didn’t seem to have many teeth. I toughed up as I’m a sucker for such figures and soon fall into conversation. I bet even he had somewhere to sleep.


I knew the drill. Without checking in I settled, unobtrusively choosing a seat. I had a copy of Richardson’s Ultima Thule in my jacket but I didn’t want to get too comfortable and draw attention to myself. Reading would only come in the small nodding hours before I was noticed and asked to leave.


There was a clear perspex security cage with a colander of speaking holes. Nobody occupied the clear cage at that moment and a member of the public waited there for attention. After several minutes the door at the back opened and a short woman in white trousers and tunic came forth. I looked down at the floor and only glanced up occasionally.


‘Yes?’


The waiting man lowered his face to the concentric holes, ‘Could I see a doctor, please?’


‘Are you registered at a surgery?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Are you currently registered? With a surgery.’


‘Yes. In Willesden.’


‘Fill this out.’


He seemed frustrated that she had no apparent interest in his ailment. ‘I was bitten by a dog.’


A singular bleat of laughter came from far behind me. I turned. The fat woman was rolling her shoulders but, ambiguously, she still stared down at her magazine.


That voice up the back went, ‘Doc’ll give you a little something for that.’


The dame in the tunic behind the screen raised her plucked black eyebrows and her forehead arched. ‘You need to wait,’ she told the bitten man.


I live to see her type shaken up. She passed a pen through the small slit; the chewed biro end was anchored back through the perspex by a string, as frantically as if it were a limited-edition Mont Blanc.


‘It’s okay. I’ve got my own pen,’ he stated.


‘Okay. Good.’ She smiled: she’d achieved a major breakthrough in community healthcare. ‘Fill those out and return them through here.’ She knocked her hand on the small gap at the base of the service window as if the geezer was blind and functioned by sound.


There was a swishing movement of air to my left. It was the smoker from outside in his private detective gear – the raincoat – folding himself patiently down. An empty seat remained between us. I glanced at him then quickly back down at the floor.


It was not just his clothes which were faintly anachronistic for a young man; he even had the looks of a handsome fifties English movie idol – the shapely head and neat symmetrical features, small ears close to the skull. He was pale, his slight stubble almost theatrical so you could pass the time counting each embedded hair on the white skin. His fingers moved, touching his fringe or confidently sweeping his rich hair back. He had intrinsic handsomeness – he stepped from his bed looking like that each morning without so much as combing his hair. Suddenly he levelled a finger at me and he frowned, as if ticking off facts; in a low, confidential tone he whispered, ‘You don’t look so unwell.’


Inwardly I cursed him. ‘Neither do you. Pal.’


‘Scottish?’


‘Guilty.’


‘Young Lochinvar is come out of the west.’


‘Aye. And he’s about to get sent back.’


‘Go on.’


I looked around but nobody was interested. I shrugged my shoulders. ‘Student last year in Gower Street. University College.’


‘Subject?’


‘English Lit. I’ve just got booted out for not handing in any work. Or turning up for exams in May. They noticed after all.’


‘Go on,’ he grinned.


I didn’t know if that phrase meant I should continue, or if it implied I was kidding him. ‘I got a grant last year so I sat in the pub all day reading books and drinking beer. For a year. Paradise.’


‘This is the definition of paradise.’


‘Yeah. I’d a girl sat on my knee once or twice too. Rosie, but she transferred to Manchester or somewhere. Thought I’d start working properly this term. But I met my Director of Studies day before yesterday.’


‘Director of Studies, eh? He sounds like a shit already.’


‘She. Told the board in Scotland and now my grant’s been withdrawn.’


‘Harsh.’


‘I asked her out to dinner at this interview.’


‘Your Director of Studies?’


‘Yes. Thought I might as well go the whole hog while I was at it and I do have seventy quid left, so I could have taken her somewhere nice.’


‘Sounds like a deeply premature move.’


‘It was. She said no and didn’t take the long way round. My poor folks. They are going to go nuts when they find out. All my parents’ attempts at social engineering have failed on me. I can’t join the middle classes. I just want left alone to read my books. Now I’m booted out the digs and he won’t give me any of my books till the back-rent for summer is paid.’ I leaned closer and lowered my voice way down. ‘A foul rustication. And now, there is the very pressing matter of my adequate quartering in this city. I spent last night in an Accident and Emergency up Harrow or somewhere. Slept on the Circle Line all day. Tomorrow, I reckon to Victoria and the bus back to Scotland?’


‘I like the cut of your jib, boyo. Don’t worry, young Lochinvar. I’ll stand you a pint when I’m done in here.’


I paused a moment and clarified: ‘Walter Scott’s only honour was simply to be mocked by that scene in The Portrait – when the idiot calls him his favourite writer.’


His face changed and he studied me more carefully. ‘A Joyce man already?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Llewellyn Smith.’ He drew back his body very slowly, to suddenly project a hand forward. ‘I’m a Londoner, for sure, but really mad Celt too. Never set foot there but I’m Welsh. Like that bastard Dylan T. Now he’d written everything immortal by the same age I’d just found a girl’s bra strap at. The Death of the King’s Canary was the best thing. Fifty-two gin and tonics; it must be a record. Bless his glowing nose.’


Here was my kind of talk at last. I took the hand and I shook it. It was very cold. I said, ‘Douglas Cunningham.’


This Llewellyn said, ‘No relation to Cunninghame Graham? I guess not. A man once asked Joyce: “May I shake the hand which wrote Ulysses?” Joycey replied, “Certainly not. You don’t know what else it’s done.”’


I smiled, deliberately held on to the hand a while longer, then let go.


‘Douglas Cunningham.’ He nodded, leaning back a touch. His movements were oddly slow and graceful, weirdly cautious. ‘Now what was it in The Portrait, Stephen says to eh, young Cranly there? I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art using the only arms I allow myself to use: Silence, exile and cunning. That’s you. Silence, Exile and Cunningham.’


I laughed.


‘Well, well, wait a jiffy.’ He began to unbutton his mac.


That bad-tempered dame had appeared back in her glass shack. Llewellyn Smith stood up slowly and he strode forward in his polished brogues. I noted the slacks were ironed with a diligent crease up the middle of the leg. He nodded at the administrator in her den. He said, ‘I’d like Doc to attend me, if you please.’


‘Are you registered with a surgery?’


‘Yes, but I sort of really need to see him, pretty smartish.’


She gave him a compromising look through the perspex. ‘Well, what seems to be the trouble?’


‘Doc’ll know what the trouble is.’


Fury collapsed her face downward in a swift instant. ‘You wait your turn with everyone else. Fill out these and I’ll issue you with a ticket shortly.’


‘But I need to see the doc. Now.’


There was a pause. The woman drew herself up for further conflict. Llewellyn Smith opened the sides of his overcoat toward her, like a flasher.


The woman’s hand shot out for a phone.


He slowly turned round to all of us and the coat hung open. He wore no shirt; his pale torso was utterly hairless, slightly muscled – like that of a trained swimmer – but straight down, from six inches beneath his neck to just above his navel, was bright blood, coagulated around the black lip of a huge wound. I noted his belly button was pooled with a little ruby of tacky blood like an Egyptian dancing girl. I actually drew my head backwards on my shoulders.


‘Stabbed,’ a voice yelped. The kid sliding around the leaflets stared upwards, his hands frozen.


‘Sorry to jump the queue, everyone.’ Llewellyn Smith held his forearms high in surrender and I would swear I heard some air bubble in a sickly breath from that laceration between his ribs.


‘Doctor will give you a little something,’ a quiet voice promised from up back.


‘Done in by our old killer sofa once again. Having a little siesta, rolled over and me stitches ripped. Don’t hurt or nothing. Had a bit of a heart op a while back there.’


The woman behind the perspex banged on the clear plastic to get his attention, shouting repeatedly for an orderly down the phone. ‘Why didn’t the ambulance crew present you here, for God’s sake?’


‘There was no ambulance crew, love. I walked here. I only live up the road, on the estate.’


The waiting room was thrumming with ignited chatter. A nervous attendant rushed in, looked rattled by this broken man, then led him out. As he passed me, Llewellyn winked, ‘Hold your horses and stand by your guns. See you in half an hour, boyo.’ He motioned with his right hand the act of tipping a necessary pint glass towards one’s lips and I now noted a rusted dry bloodstain had been there, along the side of his pinkie.


 
















2





Llewellyn Smith came back into that hospital waiting area and nodded only to me. Others watched and I felt privileged. The mac was on, hanging open, showing muslin or medical lint and some cotton wool sealed under wide white bandages which had been strapped and lashed around his torso to bind him together.


‘Silence, Exile and Cunningham.’ He sighed and pointed his thumb to his bindings. ‘I was starting to feel a draught in my cold heart.’


He secured the large medallion buttons of the raincoat, using one hand as he moved towards the automatic sliding doors with a slight limp. He had a distinctive, purposeful way of walking which over time I grew to know very well; he always seemed just about to arrive somewhere that he had been rushing to, yet he didn’t seem frantic or at all hasty.


We moved together out onto the night streets, where he produced a pack of cigarettes with the heavy-looking Zippo and held out a gasper to me. He lit up our Regals in a puff of paraffin scenting.


I said, ‘Call me a right bore, but should you be smoking?’


He clicked the Zippo shut and exhaled. ‘Smoking’s good for me. My heart is very healthy cause the best consultants in London have all queued up to take a good old prod. I had a very rare ventricle-valve problem, so they popped a new component in. I noted it said Made in Taiwan on the box. Smoking gives the old ticker a bit of a hose down.’


‘And beer? Should we be drinking beer after you’ve just been filleted?’


‘Fillet me, smoke me, then sauté me in beer. It’s a famous recipe by old Bemelmans and I volunteer. Looks worse than it is, boyo. Hardly bled this time. Last time, cleared out the waiting room. This way, Lochinvar – this is my manor – over the purple heather to my grim local.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘Up in the Sixth Arrondissement. Acton Town. Another night in this paradise where I place my roof over my head.’


‘The only roof I’m going to get over my head is on the Glasgow bus.’


‘Leaving so early? We’ll see about that. There must be a civilised solution.’


‘Aye. A thousand quid. Are you okay, you’re limping?’


‘Its affected, boyo. Always envied a limp and lusted for a collection of ivory-tipped sword sticks. A Penang lawyer with a soft lead ferrule which hits the pavement silently.’


‘You’re like Frankenstein’s monster.’


Was he nuts? God knows I had met enough visionaries on the pavements of London and I had a track record of falling in with such figures. We walked side by side – moving with the traffic, the car interiors so dark and the windscreens so reflective in that late summer night you could not see occupants within.


Curved railings forced a pause at every junction and made us utilise the pelican crossings; the pavement went down into a dip and up again. A high-rise block rose to our left but its edges were not visible and none of its square windows appeared curtained – so bare, clear light bulbs seemed to hang still and very high, way up in the Acton Town sky.


He pointed towards the park. ‘Look. Sean MacConnery used to live there, by the Acton Park gates. One of your pantheon. He cleared out the old nunnery to build his bolt hole. Honest. I used to wait outside when I was a nipper for his autograph. Not cause it was him. I thought it would add value to my Ian Flemings. Bond was a linguist, you know. So am I. I only speak the truth. James Bond displaces the Sisters of Seville.’


‘Did you get them signed?’


‘Nah. Bond gave me the slip.’


When I checked, much later, I learned all this was quite true. We ascended the High Street and over its top until he pointed at a pub on the corner with an ornate display of metal bells over the door, ‘Behold. The Five or Six Bells. I was brought up by my gran along that road and I live back there now in a penthouse suite. My old dead dad used to drink here. It’s The Six Bells. But the bloody Luftwaffe did for it one night in forty-one and the bells got blown clean off – Acton used to get blitzed bad cause of the industries; could only find five bells in the rubble so they strung them back up. Didn’t want to concede to Hitler and call it The Five Bells, but metal shortage precluded any replacement. So the name stuck with them hung there. The Five or Six Bells pub.’


I counted them and despite the painted sign for The Six Bells there really were only five. ‘Hitler only got one bell. The other’s in the Albert Hall.’


‘Precisely.’


*


The Five or Six Bells still had both saloon bar and public bar. The public interior was a great dead, hollow triangular space with a polished wooden bar focused and constantly beckoning up at the apex. This interior, in the evenings, had the brightest lights I’d ever seen within a pub, on chandeliers chained up among the high chicken-wire and glass skylights. In the evenings, the pub always reminded me of a Victorian operating theatre where a public autopsy might be about to take place.


The main customer seats were ranged in banquettes along the walls, beneath high windows through which only the very top of the 207 bus or the odd wandering airliner bound for Heathrow was ever glimpsed. Small tables and squat low stools clustered in the central space but I don’t think – in all our late mornings, afternoons and nights which we were to spend there – I was ever to see a single low stool and table occupied. The carpet was one of those deep purple and red, swirling, pseudo-Persian affairs you never see in city pubs any more. The clientele were exclusively older men, though I did once see an old dear in a skirt ensemble, circling in the saloon bar with a sherry glass when the connecting door momentarily swung open.


That first night, odd old geezers nodded, curt and silent to Llewellyn – somehow disappointed in us, as if he and I should have had much better things to do. It struck me that The Five or Six Bells was pretty much like a more sincere Accident and Emergency waiting room.


Llewellyn bought us beer, sat gently into one of the wall seats, grimaced a little, slid closer an ashtray and arranged his smoking paraphernalia. His tipple was Guinness, which I also turn to as a summer day turns to dusk and summer itself melds into the darker seasons. Llewellyn asked, ‘What do you make of this drinkery?’


‘I like old pubs still divided into public and saloon bars. In ten years there’ll be none left. I hate all these new wine bars.’


‘I agree. Only downside: no pretty women come here except jailbait, tapping Grandad for a fiver on Saturday afternoon. At least one can get on with business. And business, as I’m sure you’ll agree, Cunningham – you lunatic – is the acquiring of a certain degree of culture beyond that which our social station requires. Acquiring culture. Acquiring beer. Acquiring women. They do say it’s an acquisitive society. What kind of women do you go for, then?’


I raised my eyebrows. I thought about this for a good moment but was fairly stumped. ‘It’s more what kind of women I don’t go for.’


‘What kind of women don’t you go for?’


I thought about this for some time also. ‘None.’


He nodded sharply and sympathetically. ‘A man of taste.’


‘A rich woman would be nice?’ I suggested.


‘It’s all over for me. I’m hitched and she’s poor. Old ice knickers. We have issue.’ He guzzled his black stout.


‘Never. With issue? Really?’


‘Sure as fate. Not married. Yet. Have a beautiful, beautiful little six-month daughter. My girlfriend is a bloody lunatic Celt, like us. Irish. Incredible. Look at us: a Welshman, a Scotsman and an Irishwoman went into a pub.’ He swallowed a burp.


‘What age are you?’


‘Twenty-one and hardly a quid to my name.’


‘Same age as me but I’ve seventy quid in my sock.’


‘Seventy. You’re a lord amongst men.’


‘What’s she called?’


‘The girlfriend or the sprog?’


‘Your kid.’


‘It was going to be Peril. Not Pearl. I mean “Those in Peril Upon the Deep”: P-E-R-I-L. I thought that was very clever till the eleventh hour when I was vetoed. We’re both lapsed Caths. You’ll be an ungoddy Proddy? Serves you right. Then my gran and my girlfriend wanted Loretta. But Loretta was just too bloody Catholic. Loretta the Bed Wetter, she’d have been known as, once out of nappies. Or out her knickers. So we named her Lily. Little Lil, whom no church will ever christen. Remind me to grab some nappies from the garage.’


I raised my tall Guinness. ‘Here’s to Lil. Church-free from step one.’


‘Yup. You’re a godless Scotch Protestant, boyo.’


We both took adequate draws on the beverages. Llewellyn met me with a friendly eye. ‘Ah.’ He put down his pint and popped another fag in his lips, nodded, calm and knowing, lighting his cigarette. ‘And what sort of books do you go for, Cunningham boyo?’


I pulled out Richardson’s Ultima Thule in Penguin Modern Classics and held it up to him. I was amazed when he accurately stated, ‘Ah. The Oz gender-bender. It’s a great trilogy.’


I had not read the other novels in the trilogy. ‘I like all sorts. Except Henry James and the patience-testing works of Herr Thomas Mann.’


‘Quite. Call a cock a cock and get on with it, you pansies. Thank God Bloom took a shit or we’d still all be dancing about gracefully like James’s puppets. Washington Square. Fuck me, you knew there was going to be no shagging by the end of that mercifully short religious tract.’


‘What you were saying there, about acquiring culture. Y’know I’ve noticed, since arriving in London, that the middle classes only ever talk about houses and food, which is just another way of talking about money. House prices, bloody loft conversions, swank restaurants. It’s a sure sign of the utter regression of a civilisation when all a social class with the political power can discuss is food and shelter. The Beaker People must have sat in their caves – if the Beaker People sat in caves – having the identical conversation. Five thousand years ago. “Great cave this. Not too many bats and the green wall slime ain’t so bad. It matches the bison painting. Can’t wait till tomorrow’s boar hunt.”’


He laughed. ‘Absolutely right, sir. In my armchair with an open can of Carlsberg Special Brew, I do often consider the higher matters. Such as this: how am I going to get a novel published by the book editors of London?’


‘We need to write our books first.’


He flipped his pale hand – ‘A mere formality.’


I asked, ‘You intend to write?’


He drew up and stated grandly, ‘I intend to publish. You?’ He turned quickly from his cigarette and looked in my face.


‘I’ve never admitted it to anyone. But yes. Of course.’ I shrugged.


‘Perfect. Do you excel in any sport?’


‘Certainly not.’


‘Me either. Queens Park Rangers still won’t consider me.’ He looked down to his hidden bandages. ‘Especially not this season. Are you proficient on musical instruments: guitars, drums?’


‘Definitely not. I’ve tried.’


‘I’m hopeless too. So what the hell else are we going to do but become great novelists?’


‘You’ve stated a general truth here.’


‘Then we will. Why not? And what do you write? Cunningham? You lunatic.’


‘Well. I started off with poems.’


He shrugged. ‘Those bloody versifiers have the odd image but they’re damned slackers at a typewriter keyboard. They ought to look at poor old fucking Trollope. Ten thousand words in one week and holding down his graft at the Post Office. The bastard. Most of these poets are averaging twelve lines a month. Even if they’re good lines. Poets are okay for nicking similes off. What else?’ He sucked quickly at his cigarette as if we were suddenly pushed for time and he was anxious to bash on with a certain daily quota.


‘Short stories?’


He shrugged. ‘You can shoot off the names: Delmore Schwartz. He’s overrated. In the original French, there’s Balzac’s Colonel Chabert. Flat-down bloody masterpiece,’ he burped. ‘Welshy Rhys Davies’s Canute. There’s a bloody great short story. He batted for the other side and noised up that twat D. H. Lawrence. Though when Mellors drones on about rigging the men of England up in tight red breeches, it’s one of the moments of high comedy in our country’s rich literature. The Death of Ivan Ilyich is maybe the greatest thing ever written but almost a novel, so forget the bloody short story. It’s like a pack of ten fags instead of twenty, or a half pint. No point in them. The novel is the art form for us, Cunningham. It’s got to be the novel for the troubled Celtic soul, to tell itself and the world: “Behold. I am a bastard.”’


‘I plan to do a great novel. When I’m not thinking about beer and girls. How about you?’


‘Yes, of course, a great one and nothing less. But it’s like Melville said: My body is but the lees of my better being. You need time and money to write a fucking book. Now how is the likes of us going to buy the time and, more important, the tranquillity to write novels? Tranquillity of mind and of circumstances. That’s what’s needed, boyo.’ He suddenly jerked at me, not without serious aggression. I blinked. He said, ‘How are you and I going to get the money to buy tranquillity of mind? Joycey boy wasn’t immune to ingratiating himself when he smelled a fat chequebook. Where are our fucking patrons, Cunningham?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘None for the likes of us. And look at our writers. A rich person’s hobby. Toff Hampstead wives who never had a knee trembler in their lives, scribbling away about the glories of Venice while the cleaner sweeps round their slippers. But you think about it. I’m ill. Now I’ve the incapacity, dole, housing benefit. It’s the only true and Christian way to write. You and I could scratch out a page a day on the dole. You a chapter then me a chapter. Or we could each concoct our own brew. Have a cracking book in a year.’


Suddenly he shifted back in his seat and became noticeably more at ease. I could tell these matters had been on his mind a very great deal. He grimaced and straightened. Impatiently he fired off, ‘Right. Best opening sentence in any novel?’


I immediately quoted, ‘“Take my camel, dear,” said my Aunt Dot, as she climbed down from this animal on her return from High Mass.”’


‘Oh. That is good. Oh, that’s terribly good. Who’s that?’


‘Rose Macaulay. The Towers of Trebizond.’


‘I’ll need to read the damned thing now with a first sentence like that. And obviously a Catholic.’


‘I’ve a copy. Over at the old digs – but I owe the rent so I can’t go back there. You?’


‘Me what?’


‘Best first sentence in a novel?’


‘Oh. “The sun shone, having no alternative, on the nothing new.” And how do you stand on the Greek and Roman classics?’


‘Bit like a lofty Coronation Street down there. Give us a Penguin Modern Classic any day. I like The Satyricon and— What’s his name? Apollious, did he do The Golden Ass? A great laugh.’


He chuckled and he shrugged; he didn’t agree and was like a plumber commenting on a boiler fitted by some imbecile predecessor. Mildly he told me, ‘You pronounce it Apuleius. Lucius Apuleius. Its correct title is really The Transformations. Like Ovid. It was about the only book poofy Des Esseintes could bring himself to praise.’


Being on relatively unfamiliar ground, I stated, ‘Old Sam Beckett. Personal grooming is not his distraction, unlike Mr Tom Wolfe. Let’s have another with my money?’ I reached and started removing my worn shoe.


‘By all means. We also appreciate the other Irish classics: Murphy’s, Beamish and Guinness. But look; lend us ten pence to call the good lady girlfriend. She’ll be worried. Need to pop outside to the box so she doesn’t rumble I’m in the boozer. I’ll tell her I’m just leaving the hospital now and that should give us time for another. Or two.’


I put my hand in my pocket. ‘Want twenty pence?’


‘No. Just ten. I have to talk to her all day anyway.’


When he returned I had the new beers in. ‘I was just talking about you to Aoife. Told her I’d found a wonderful lunatic. Another.’


‘Ee, Fa?’


‘Aoife.’


‘Ee. Fa. It sounds African.’


‘Steady on. Very Irish. She has a powerful name: Aoife McCrissican.’


‘Aoife McCrissican. That’s just wonderful.’


‘That’s nothing. Her older sister’s called Attracta.’


‘A Tractor?’


‘Attracta.’


‘God.’


‘The sister deserves it. She doesn’t look like a tractor but she’s so boring. Married a solicitor and treats Aoife as if she ran off with the circus. Which in a way, being with me, I suppose she did. Look, Cunningham. If you don’t mind the crying of babes-in-arms, we have a box room, camp bed, spare typewriter.’


Luck had been against me for so long I didn’t recognise it when it came right up to my face.


He said, ‘Back to our palace of sin with you. Sit out the pogroms. Aoife doesn’t mind. We’ll keep each other company and start in on our masterpieces at a page a day.’


‘That’s generous of you, but womankind has her dominion.’


‘She’d like someone new around. God knows she’s sick enough of me. Come back to Ithaca, whence I must comb Circe’s merkin. We’ll solve the problem together of how we squeeze ourselves into the bloody novel-writing game. Let’s have another from your sock to celebrate.’
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Standing outside The Five or Six Bells, the night was cooler with a clear song of autumn at last. Summer was agony for the idle Scot. It was September, and I had a natural right to some driving sleet, or at least a blessed frost.


Llewellyn reached to his chest. He looked suddenly tricked and stated, ‘She’ll be able to tell we’ve been drinking.’


‘Could this be a problem?’


‘You need to bring votive offerings. If you want to get into her good books and make her think you’re the most charming man from the northern lands.’ He waved an unsteady hand at me.


‘Yes?’


‘Chicken dhansak, all the trimmings from Gurkha the Burper, a bottle of sparkling wine. She’ll polish your shoes for you then, boyo.’


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘And perhaps a wee drappy of something from the off-licence for us? And nappies too, from the garage. Don’t forget.’


‘What would I do without you, already? I had bloody forgot. A wee drappy and a nappy,’ he said, in a quite-good Scottish accent, and he stumbled a touch, slowly lit two cigarettes in his own mouth, then passed one to me.


 


We approached The Gurkha in the weighed-down, simian walk of drunken men hauling provisions in carrier bags – bulky disposable nappies, a quarter bottle of vodka, a chilled sparkling wine and the backbone of our strike force: twelve cans of Guinness.


The Gurkha showed two panes of glass to the street, orange-painted wooden window frames, a narrow door and a lit-up sign. The frontage looked as if it would collapse inwardly should you dare place the palms of two hands against it. There were about eight empty tables inside – largely symbolic.


‘Hello Loo-Alien!’ one of the waiters called, coming forward to us in his white shirt, shaking Llewellyn’s hand using both of his – the left one warmly joining, arms lifting up and down as if they were tossing a blanket.


‘You don’t come in to us from long, long time.’


‘No money, Sudama. Sudama. This is my good friend Mr Douglas Cunningham, lately of University College London. He comes from Scotland. A poverty-stricken scholar with ill fortune like myself.’


‘Oh, Scotland.’ Sudama smiled at me.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Rain and cold in Scotland.’


‘Yes,’ I heartily agreed.


He turned to Llewellyn. ‘How is little baby?’


Llewellyn leaned down to this small man and called, ‘Bigger.’


Sudama opened his mouth wider, showing many uneven teeth. ‘Bigger. This is life,’ he nodded with the utmost seriousness. ‘Chicken dhansak? The lovely lady like chicken dhansak.’


‘Yes, she does. Chicken dhansak for three people. And—’ Llewellyn frowned down at the menu and picked his way through it all as if he were reading an out-of-date map. ‘And twenty Regal. Something while we wait?’


We sat at the table nearest the door, drinking pints of lager. ‘There are about seventeen official languages in India. Isn’t that right?’ Llewellyn yelled.


‘Oh yes,’ came a distant reply through the serving hatch. I didn’t see how they could have understood or even heard the question.


‘In the south you have the Dravidian family of languages and in the rest of India, you know? Indo-Aryan. Sanskrit. Old Thomas Stearns read the Sanskrit when he was at university. You know that? Bloody show-off.’ Llewellyn leaned toward me as if finalising a huge project of agreement, and he insisted, ‘But Sanskrit’s not a spoken language. Hey. You’ve got to hire a kilt for when we jump the broomstick. Or Aoife’ll never forgive you.’


‘You’re getting married?’


‘Sure. I am engaged to be married. And you’re invited.’


‘You only just met me.’


‘Need a witness anyway. Nobody’s coming but my gran and damn brother. Ealing Town Hall. I forget the date. Be there.’


 


Bollo Lane follows alongside the Piccadilly and District lines which run overground into Acton Town station. The trains brake and trundle in, or they accelerate away. According to the random physics of payload and suspension they ignite spectacular contact flashes with the electrified third rail; blue-bordered reports of white light, waspy crackles, bottled lightning. The illuminated interiors of the trains are model-like and often mysteriously devoid of passengers.


Towards the bottom of this lane is a high compound of council flats: the edifice of rough reinforced concrete moulding, badly weathered wood panelling, single glazing. Five storeys in all and no lifts. It was along their frontage in street light that Llewellyn and I approached.


‘I take it you’re a fan of the suicidal Ukrainian Pole, Korzeniowski? He falls off sharply with Chance. Though Victory had its moments. Welcome to the West London Centre for Conradian Studies,’ he pointed.


There was an enamel sign above the entryway to a stairwell; it was chipped by air-gun pellet shots and in the leaked and parsimonious street light I could read: Conrad Flats. Almayer House.


‘Well I never.’


‘Ironic and very erudite. They were careful enough not to name it correctly, Almayer’s Folly.’


‘Is there a Heart of Darkness House?’


‘Unfortunately, no. They’ve been careful and censorious. The defeat of Victory House is just round the corner, there’s Tide House, where the water tank did burst once. There’s Western House – though it’s to the east. And Arrow House, where I bet there are a few crossbows. There’s no Chance House. No Suspense House, and certainly no Narcissus whatever House. It’s prophetic for us, Silence, Exile and Cunningham, because didn’t Joe C. and Ford Madox Ford collaborate on a couple of duff potboilers, to keep fat Jessie Conrad in her sweetmeats?’


‘They did, that’s quite true.’


Lit by square and trembling fluorescent wall lamps, we started to ascend up inside Almayer House; the stairs had been painted oxide red at their edging, as if to mark the outline for an intended but errant carpet. I could immediately smell our carry-out food in the semi-enclosed concrete stairwell. At each floor level, the stairs accessed a long landing lobby and the front doors of apartments. We briefly crossed this communal area to reach the next stair ascent. These landing lobbies bored right through the building from the south to north; square ends, the size of barn doors, sealed from the sky by a criss-cross frame of thick lattice concrete moulding through which no child could pass, though doubtless they could jettison an array of ordnance down towards the earth below. It was like ascending within some riddled lighthouse.


Llewellyn breathlessly said, ‘Cause of these stairs and no lifts, it’s mainly single weirdos and younger people with kids here. Oldies on the ground floor. Wonder what the architects actually supposed would heat these landings in winter, eh? The farts of Le Corbusier wafting from the Côte d’Azur, perhaps?’ He shook his head wearily.


As we climbed on up and through them, I began to distinguish many, many items placed on the wide landings: unfolded picnic tables and deckchairs, prone for usage on what had been a warm day; bicycles, chained motorbikes which must have been manhandled up the stairs for storage, a live fridge wired to a power cable which trailed into a drilled hole at the side of a front door. I saw an abandoned electric cooker, the enamelled top around the four rings browned with tributaries of spillage which festered on lavishly down the sides. A piled collection of hubcaps. Llewellyn pointed to them. ‘They fly off on the tight corner by Victory House; kids collect them to sell for scrap.’


On the third floor were two wooden hutches, one placed atop the other. Some creatures scuffled in their darkness.


‘Mr Linton’s ferrets. Stink in summer. Get loose sometimes.’


Up on the fourth and topmost floor we came to a windowless front door painted the same ochre red as the stairs: 506. Llewellyn produced a Yale key and turned it in the lock.


I suddenly felt very defensive, threatened by the illustrious presence of the matriarch. I could conceive of no aspect of my arrival the Lady of the House might cherish other than the curry.


The front door opened inward and we advanced: yellowish lamplight, magnolia woodchip wallpaper, warmth and a smell of close-quartered domesticity; the slight and cloying sweetness of nappies, the chalkiness of talc. Coats that hung in the narrow corridor were buffing out. I was surprised to spot another identical macintosh there. I’d assumed Llewellyn had pulled his least valued coat over his bloodied chest, but these garments seemed a characteristic mode of dress for him.


Off the long passage – which had no carpet – were doorways, the first revealing a darkened kitchen with the dull glint of a sink and then night views of street and depot lights way below. Llewellyn quickly turned and stated to my face, ‘Reader, if you seek his monument look around you.’


I laughed.


‘And that Cyril Connolly bastard. The enemy of promise is the pram in the hallway. Is it now? Our hallway is too narrow to fit the bloody pram in.’ He quickly called in softer register, ‘Hey, Aoife. The soldiers are back from the war.’ He’d moved in through the second doorway. I could see hinge marks where the door had been removed, possibly with some force.


It was very dark within that living room; his plastic bags and the sides of his raincoat brushed against the door frame. A bottle of light – a small enclosed candle – gave out some illumination, deeper into the lumps and shapes of the room.


Then a light – forged only for a precious instant before it shrunk, having defined the perfect edges of two long, rectangular windows. A vista of the railway lay down there and I realised there had been an electrical flash from a train far below, easily reaching up this high. An airy, feminine voice – from where I could not see – spoke out, ‘How are you, Lou?’, frank and nervous.


I saw two long and bare arms lift over the broad shoulders of his coat to embrace Llewellyn gently.


‘Don’t squeeze.’


‘I won’t. I won’t,’ the voice reed-like and the accent nasal; Nottingham or Derby, I guessed. ‘Just like last time, eh?’ She was hidden behind the wings of the opened overcoat. The embrace had been brief and now a tinge of outrage was new to her voice. ‘Oh, look at you.’


‘I’m fine now. Just the stitches opened a little. The rib cage didn’t shift. It’s fused. They just told me to rest and go back next week. Aoife, this is first-rate lunatic Mr Douglas Cunningham, lately of University College. A scholar. Welcome him to Brideshead Rewallpapered. And look at what he’s bought us.’


I could see her now, coming forward from the edges of the light’s reach, and she gave Llewellyn a sideways and tolerant smile.


‘Sorry to intrude into your home this way.’ I actually bowed my head a little and held out my hand, which she took very limply – her fingers felt as thin as a plastic skeleton’s – and she let go. To my surprise she laughed, almost just a little escape of air.


She lifted a hand to her lips then asked of me, gentle and sincere, ‘Are you okay?’


Before I could answer, a tumble of breathy words continued, perhaps even nervously shy, while she looked at all the booze and all the food. ‘Oh. This is a surprise. It’s so very generous. We haven’t had any treats in a long while now. Lou probably told you how. I’m sorry about this place.’ She presented the dark room with a hand held out as if she expected a drip of water to fall into her palm. I almost looked upwards for a leak. ‘It’s all the council would give us before Lily came. He has told you we have our little girl?’ Her tone was now oddly vulnerable and anxious.


‘Yes. Congratulations.’


In a voice with no hint of humour so I did not know whether to smile or not, she said, ‘The only good thing about here is that his gran – The Apple; Granny Smith, who’s like a mother-in-law – can’t climb up the stairs.’


Llewellyn hoisted the swag bags of our triumph. ‘I’ll serve,’ and he rustled off and up the corridor to the kitchen.


Aoife and I were left there together. I turned my head from side to side looking for the crib, or manger or whatever infants slumber in. ‘Is Lily here?’


‘She’s sleeping in our room.’


‘Oh.’ And all the while, Aoife’s pale face – as if she was being propelled backwards and forwards in a wheelchair. The face came out of the dark towards me and then withdrew into it again.


I thought she wore trousers soaked in black blood. In fact she was wearing leather trousers which were reflecting odd points of light, like starlight upon an oil slick – the hall lamp was smeared on the creases of her narrow thighs as she moved back into darkness. From through the double windows, distant street light had found lodgement in Aoife’s legs – then there was another train flash down in the cauldron below and the light pulled and elongated around her lower body – Isis, and her arched torso of stars.


Almost inaudibly she said, ‘Sorry it’s so dark. I’d a little headache earlier, I was so worried about him. They pass.’


‘It’s fine. Leave it dark. He’s fixed up fine now, so there’s no need to worry.’ I chuckled, trying not to be flippant but to hit the right tone. I said admiringly, ‘I’ve never seen anything like Llewellyn at the hospital. He was very funny. He was very cool.’


She watched my face, her eyes receptive, her whole body slightly tensed for every bit of information about Llewellyn. She quickly said, ‘Oh, Lou’s so brave, Douglas. So brave. His illness and the big operation he had on his heart. He must have told you about it?’


‘Yes, he did.’


‘We’ve had so much stress in this last year. Stress. The baby and Lou’s illness. Please. Sit down.’ She leaned over and reached under a lamp to switch it on, which suddenly brought the mainly derelict room into existence around us. She sat down.


All the wallpaper was half-torn from the walls but then the job had seemingly been abandoned. An old-fashioned yellow sofa sat against another stripped wall, so rather than walk the length of the room towards a table and chairs, I had to lower myself, a little awkwardly, seconds after she had. So I sat beside her. Her long leather thigh was very close to my own. My weight drove me deeper into the sofa than she, so our faces were at the same elevation. She stared out across the room – at nothing, or so it seemed – a slight smile on the edge of her lips as if in thought. She told me, ‘This is the second time his stitches have gone,’ with a tone of awesome amazement. I nodded very slowly – my head aside, staring at her profile. Then I looked down because there was a rumpled-up towel on the sofa which both our bottoms were sitting upon.


‘Oh gosh,’ she said. ‘Sorry. Watch your trousers on that, I’m afraid.’


I frowned, then I realised the towel concealed Llewellyn’s blood from when his stitches had torn open, snoozing on this sofa.


But I just looked back up. I felt I had been waiting to deliver this woman a message which had been carried in my throat all of my life. The great moment had come but a dry croak was my voice. Her face, her neck, her eyes and her body actually stopped me, stopped my thoughts, so I found myself just nodding and pretending to be indifferent. I was not listening as I looked at her arms, bared from the pushed-back sleeves of a thin white V-neck pullover.


In the first seconds of entering that dark room, with a bizarre distress, I had seen that Aoife McCrissican was menacingly beautiful.
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That first night the three of us sat at the table against the far wall of the living room, around that plastic, slidey yellow tablecloth which tended to make objects easily whizz off it; exterior lights beyond the window – the most distant, perhaps towards Brentford – were semaphoring in the clear night atmosphere.


Where I sat, facing her, I was constantly aware of a cautious, trickling necklet of steady lights which crawled along Aoife’s slight shoulder, behind her high neck, then re-emerged across the top of her other shoulder. My eyes were drawn to these slightest of stirrings. This slow revolving garland was the lacing of continual airliners, moving toward Heathrow airport as if they were duteously rounding assigned but invisible pylons.


When Llewellyn joined us he had covered his bandages with an old sweatshirt and was transporting plates horizontally with still enwrapped food packages balanced upon them. He sat down very carefully and a twist came in at the corner of his mouth.


She ate without you noticing and not a great amount. In her small cleavage lay a tiny chain and silver crucifix which rested on flatness. She sipped some wine from a glass and whispered, ‘Now my headache will most likely come back.’


Llewellyn nodded and ate with a predatory stoop, huddled over his plate, the fork moving quickly, and he talked a lot. She managed to talk too, but consumed her food in a ghostly way. The particular and alarmed energy of her constant grey-green eyes contrasted with her slightly hesitant and soporific movements.


At one point during the meal, Llewellyn called, ‘What do you make of the old penthouse suite? Haven’t done the papering since I can’t afford bloody wallpaper so I was thinking of using the Christmas wrapping paper this year. What do you think? Think you could be happy up here for a bit, working as my valet in the sky?’ He looked at me.


‘Sure. It’s great.’


‘Come on, Cunningham. You can do much better than that. Give us a few bon mots?’


I said, ‘It’s Look Back in Anger with digital watches.’


He put down the fork and clapped.


 


After we had eaten, I helped stack and cautiously manoeuvre curry-lashed, naan-bread-smeared plates through to the kitchen. There were no curtains there either. Curtains seemed a mod-con hardly adopted up in the skies of Acton. The window glass was a vertical wall of sepia with the clear sense of the drop outwith. By the cooker I saw a special holder for inverted, sterilised baby bottles with their teats balanced atop.


In an unspoken manner, Aoife had silently vanished and Llewellyn and I took up the masculine prerogative, sipping Guinness cans back at the table, talking books. He smoked, explaining he was permitted to do so but never in the same room as Lily.


Suddenly Aoife put her head around the door and signalled directly at me with one coaxing, commanding finger.


Llewellyn said, ‘I’ll finish this fag. Go give our miracle child your blessing. You worthless Protestant.’


I rose and respectfully left my can of Guinness on the table, moving out and down the corridor. Their bedroom door was ajar. The shadowy room was lit by a special low-power child lamp, giving it the solemnity of a Nativity grotto. The double bed was to the right and I could not help a brief glance at its pulled-over blankets, the candlewick bedspread and jumbled links of a crocheted bedcover.


Baby Lily lay in an old-fashioned wooden cot, profoundly asleep, surrounded by a barrage of totems: cuddly toys, hanging kinetic mobiles pinned to the low Artex ceiling; devices were clamped to the coulisse of the lift-out side frame. Aoife stood by her daughter, looking down on her with that ever-renewed yet modest astonishment at what she’d brought into the world.


It would be wrong to say I was unmoved by the sight of a beautiful mother and her babe, who was asleep, its bunched fist of minute fingers with perfectly miniaturised nails clenched near its lips. The foundation of my feeling, I now realise, was not for their child – it was, of course, for myself; the deep sentimentality I felt was celebrating my own fortune. Llewellyn and Aoife’s was a generosity my tight heart would never understand. I have dispensed indulgence in my life since then but I’ve never been truly generous.


‘She’s very beautiful. Is she a sleeper?’


‘A log. We can even be quite noisy around her. Lou plays his awful classical music and she doesn’t even wake up.’


‘Has your eyes,’ I said cleanly.


‘They’re closed.’


I swallowed. ‘I mean the shape of you, eh, round your eyes.’


‘Mmm.’


Of course Aoife and I kept our voices very low and I enjoyed the implied intimacy of us whispering together. I kept smiling and tried to think of what else to say.


‘I love their hands.’


‘Yes.’


‘They’re so precise. Like the porcelain dolls’ hands in Hamleys.’


‘They are.’


‘Need to do something.’ I stood on my tiptoes, pushed my hand into the pocket of my jeans and quickly withdrew a five-pence piece. ‘Scottish custom in the Highlands. When you first see a newborn you touch their palm with silver.’


‘Really?’


‘For money. Not in a vulgar way; just so they will never go without. Never be hungry. But. Maybe I should go wash the coin?’


‘What?’ She had been looking down at baby Lily and now she met my eyes in the dim light, that mocking smile on the edge of the mouth.


‘Don’t want to touch her palm with a dirty coin.’


‘I shouldn’t fret over that. She crawls up and down that filthy passage, if I don’t watch her. We need to get it covered in lino or something.’


‘We’ll do it,’ I rashly promised. ‘It would be funny if Llewellyn caught me, wouldn’t it?’


She looked puzzled.


‘With the coin. A Scotsman a few hours in your home and Llewellyn catches me scrubbing a five-pence piece under the hot-water tap. I know he’d make a brilliant joke about it.’


Her finger shot to her perfect front teeth again. ‘If there is any hot water. Both of you are daft together. The way you talk.’


My eyes had helplessly swayed round this private zone once again. Halfway up it, the exterior wall of the bedroom was completely obscured by barricaded clothes racks, heavy hung, leaning and straining under a long and colourful accumulation of garments. More women’s clothes were squeezed into plump carrier bags, piled in the space between the top of the wardrobe and the ceiling – one particular arm of a blouse loosely dangled down; tall boots leaned their flanks out and dresses bulged from the wardrobe doors, like some kind of garish wall insulation. I didn’t see how a woman of her young age could have accumulated so much to wear. Couldn’t they sell the lot and be rich?


Near the end of the bed the exterior wall formed a right angle against the enormous external culvert which ran all the way down the north side of Almayer House. Two windows were placed here forming a corner, each facing the other at a ninety-degree angle. Finally, some thin polyester curtains were drawn across these; then a further windowless wall turned again and followed along the bedside to its head, leaving some access space.


Hung up on that wall to the side of the bed were two very large photographs, unframed but covered by glass. I looked across the bed to them and took a few steps forward. ‘Oh, wow.’


In all that chiaroscuro of make-up, I would not have recognised her but for the mouth and the eyes. A cover shoot, theatrically lit. Aoife wore a great deal of sequins on a very, very little amount of dress; one leg in a platform boot seemed insanely long and was placed upon the running board of a cream coloured vintage sports car outside brick stables.


She whispered, ‘Oh, I’m a sort of failed model.’


‘A model. Wow. Llewellyn never said.’


‘That was used. Actual. On a poster. In Scandinavia and Spain.’ She frowned her flawless forehead at the image of herself as if she was looking at something obscure and modish in an art gallery.


Then there was that other photo in black and white: a horizontal strip of pale tropical beach, studded with glossy, small black crabs – the type which scuttle up the surf line then back, on fast telescopic legs. In the precarious midst of them Aoife sat, legs crossed in the lotus position; both her big toenails on the sand had been painted with the crab symbol of Cancer. Her face was hidden but I could already identify that small mole on her lower neck which always showed above pullovers and low collars, the neck so delicate it seemed under constant strain, showing pale veins and striations of ligaments as she turned her slow smile away from you. Her parted crown was exposed so that long blonde hair fell, obscuring her torso, to just above her flat belly. The pubic area was submerged by the camera angle down in the crossed feet, only the tops of her small breasts showed, semi-concealed by her length of hair. She was stark naked, imitating the crouched posture of those crabs. It was gothic, spectacular and erotic.


She lowered her whisper down more and looked cautiously across to her daughter, leaning slightly in to me. ‘Don’t tell, but I’m Virgo. I can’t ask anyone else, Douglas. I can’t ask my pal Abingdon, or she would tease me. Why does Lou call this my venereal disease picture? He won’t tell me. I think I look nice.’


‘You look very nice. Crabs.’


‘Crabs? Why crabs? I don’t understand.’


‘Never you mind. You look alluring.’


‘Alluring?’ she pronounced slowly.


‘Where is that beach? Seychelles, Caribbean?’


‘Noooo.’ She did that low chuckle which must have come from her mother; it was too old for her. ‘That’s Dittisham. In Dorset, I think. The photographer had a nightmare getting all the little tied-up boats out of shot. There’s actually one boat hidden behind me. The crabs aren’t real. They’re plastic. From Pinewood film studios. Oh my God. I couldn’t sit on a beach with no clothes on and real crabs running all around me. Oh my God, no. Though I wasn’t really without clothes. I’d bikini bottoms on after all. You just can’t see them. That was for the signs of the zodiac calendar series. I couldn’t be in this year’s series cause I was huge, expecting Lily.’


I nodded.


Still we whispered, so we both heard the mighty procession of Llewellyn coming along the hallway. We were helplessly trapped, at the bottom of the bed, before that glamour photograph of Aoife – naked. I suddenly felt the image should – as on the altarpiece of Grünewald’s terrifying Mocking of Christ – have shutters that we could just snap shut. It would have been madness to lurch aside and examine a gold lamé scarf that hung from the clothes rack, though this is what I felt I should do.
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