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            The Argument

         

         During the early part of June, 1947, a small party of sightseers found itself trapped in what was then the newly-discovered labyrinth of Cefalû, in the island of Crete. They had penetrated the network of caves and corridors with a guide from a tourist agency, their intention being to examine the so-called ‘City in the Rock’ – whose discovery early in the preceding year had set a seal upon the long archaeological career of Sir Juan Axelos. By a sudden and unforeseen accident, the guide in charge of the party was killed. Falls of rock separated several members of the party from the main body, and it was only the sheerest chance that led one of them, Lord Graecen, to find his own way out.

         Where a novelist might find it necessary to excuse himself for the choice of so formal a theme, the journalist feels no such inhibition. This extraordinary story found a welcome place on the front pages of the London papers. As representing that part of Truth which is stranger than fiction, it found a no less welcome place in the American Press, where the final piquant note was added by sub-titles reading ‘Lord Lost in Labyrinth’. The Times took the opportunity to call attention once more to the brilliant discovery by Axelos of a labyrinth so long believed to be purely mythical. The words ‘Labyrinth’ and ‘Minotaur’ occurred in the Daily Mirror crossword puzzle on the fifteenth of the month. The Greek Press of Athens, while it was unable to afford the expense of a special correspondent, reprinted the accounts given in the American Press. In one of these, a correspondent went so far as to say that the Labyrinth was still inhabited by some monstrous creature – a minotaur, in fact – which had been responsible for the death of a number of innocent villagers. With a definitive story from Lord Graecen himself, in which he described the accident and the luck he had had in finding his way out, the incident was all but closed. The young American drank his fourth cup of tea and closed his notebook. He was still a little awed by the childish dignity of Graecen, and the bulky figure of his friend Axelos, who sat upon the sundial in the grounds of his lovely house, idly smoking and appearing to give no heed to the young journalist’s questions. The air was very still, save for the clap of shears along the thick hedges. ‘Cefalû’ was a large white stone house, set back from the sea in a grove of oleanders. In the twilight the young American could see the sun touching the snow-tipped summits of the White Mountains. He sighed.

         ‘Well, Lord Graecen,’ he said. ‘I guess that’s all.’ He shaped a sentence in his mind which was to compliment Sir Juan on the exquisite situation of his house and grounds, but he somehow could not get it out. Axelos was a forbidding figure, with his bandy legs, sickle nose and bald head. His eye had a reptilian slowness and torpor. He was sitting on the edge of the sundial smoking a cigar. ‘I guess I’ll be going,’ said the young American. The car was waiting for him in the village. It was a long drive to Canea. He allowed Lord Graecen to shake his hand with a dazzling condescension. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said as he made his way down the pebbled path on to the mule-track which led to Cefalû. It wasn’t much of a story.

         He had left his notebook behind on the tea-table. He retraced his steps, taking a short cut across the terrace and the pebbled drive. Axelos was sitting in a deck-chair. He had just selected a peach from the plate on the table. Graecen sat with his arm round the back of a chair, and one leg thrown over the other. They looked up as the young man’s step sounded upon the gravel. He excused himself and took up his dog-eared article.

         ‘Mr. Howe,’ said Axelos in his coarse deep voice. He had started to peel the peach with a small silver penknife. His insolence of voice was superb – and unintentional. Nature had combined in him the features of a degenerate pope and the torpor of a crocodile, and to these had added a voice of unconscionable harshness. When he smiled the young American saw at once that he had not intended a rudeness. ‘The entrance to the labyrinth has been blocked by a fall of rock. Until it’s clear there probably won’t be any more news of the others. I feel I ought to advise you not to go messing about in it, eh, Dicky?’

         Graecen’s face wore its customary air of childish pomposity. He nodded benignly. ‘It’s extremely dangerous.’ The young American felt the vague irritation that always came over him when he had dealings with the English. ‘It’s disturbing, sir,’ he said, manipulating the r’s until they curled on his tongue like golden syrup, ‘that you can’t tell me exactly how many people were in the party. The reports conflict. For example, you gave me the name of a Mr. Campion.’

         ‘Oh, yes. Quite definitely. Rather,’ said Graecen. ‘He was there all right.’

         ‘He’s not on the passenger list of the Europa at all. On the other hand, Captain Baird …’

         ‘Captain Baird is here,’ said Axelos. ‘He did not go into the labyrinth.’

         ‘Well: the purser of the Europa has his name down as one of the original party.’

         ‘An error.’

         ‘It’s very confusing.’

         He pocketed his notebook and hurried off to the village, climbing the steep and stony road with long strides. The car was where he had left it, and, climbing into it, he was driven slowly down the side of the mountain towards the plains. At the last bend in the road he told the driver to stop. The sun was falling, dense with its own golden weight, towards the sea. He looked back once more at Cefalû and caught his breath. It was a fantastic locality; a huge cone of conglomerate rising a thousand feet into the blue Cretan air. On the one side it ran clear up from the sea as if it had been sheared out by some insane architect. The sides were weathered and lightly covered in holm-oak and myrtle. On the very crown rose a tuft of green cypresses and olives. Half-way up the cone stood the village of Cefalû, its houses with their child’s-paint-box colours glowing pristine and ingenuous in the waning sunlight. The mountain ran straight up from this little circle of cultivation, into the sky. He could see the avenue of small cypresses that led to the mouth of the labyrinth. Then, below the road, he could look down to the lovely house that Axelos had called Cefalû. It was built in a fault of the rock which gave it access to the sea. A white sailing boat lay like a breathing butterfly against the white mole. From this last bend he could look down on to the lawn and watch the two figures, foreshortened but quite clear in the bluish light.

         Katina had come out in response to Axelos’ call, bearing the chessboard and the box of pieces. She placed a candlestick upon the table and a box of matches. ‘What do you think of her, Dicky?’ said Axelos with his slurred pronunciation. She was dressed in blue with a yellow head-dress: superbly built, and with a dark hawk-featured face. Axelos passed his hand lazily across her buttocks as she bent forward to remove the tea-tray. ‘Dark as sin,’ he said, depressing the corners of his mouth and stroking her – as a man might pass his hands over the smooth flanks of a deer. Katina seemed not to notice. Graecen looked nervously round him, aware of the sardonic gaze of his friend. ‘She’s superb,’ he said with a well-bred discomfort. Axelos opened his lips and expelled some air in a mock-laugh.

         ‘Katina is the product of an idiorrhythmic monastery,’ he said. ‘She is a widow – or was. That is what makes her so idiorrhythmic. So uncompromisingly idiorrhythmic, eh, my dear?’ The girl carried the tray into the house. ‘As a term of endearment the word is unbeatable … my little idiorrhythmic nun, eh?’ Axelos began to set out the pieces upon the board. ‘My dear Dicky,’ he said, ‘do not look as though I was letting the white man down.’ Graecen made one of his ineffectual little gestures in the air, disclaiming the implied criticism – a ‘far-be-it-from-me’ gesture. Axelos enjoyed his discomfort. He took his chin in his fingers and once more depressed the corners of his mouth in a smile. ‘My Arabic mother and my Greek father,’ he said, ‘gave me a clear insight into the Mediterranean world where they value people for their … idiorrhythmicity, shall we say? Apart from the unhappy accident of a nationality my father thought would be useful to me, I have little enough in common with the products of the high table. And Dicky, after thirty years you still look abashed.’

         Graecen sighed. ‘Silenus,’ he said, using the nickname that Hogarth had bestowed upon Axelos when they were in their first year, ‘Silenus, you’ll come to no good.’

         ‘She has a little sister who is even prettier and more idiorrhythmic if you’d care to …’

         ‘Now,’ said Graecen primly. ‘I’ve been teased enough, Silenus. On guard.’

         Axelos lit a candle; they sat now in a golden puddle of light while all round them the bluish airless evening closed into nightfall. The girl reappeared and placed glasses near them and a decanter. ‘I suppose Baird will stay the night up at the monastery,’ said Graecen abstractedly. Axelos put his cigar out and opened the game resolutely. ‘I’ve noticed that all Hogarth’s patients leave hurriedly for monasteries: or become monks: or accept a deaconate on Athos: what is the old devil up to with his analytic game? His last book was unreadable, I thought.’ Graecen stroked his eyebrow and murmured something abstractedly.

         ‘Baird was in charge of some guerillas,’ he said, having moved, ‘during the last war. He says he knows parts of the labyrinth well. It’s funny he didn’t come upon your temple – and do you out of it.’ Axelos suddenly fixed upon him an eye as round and bright as a button. He gave a chuckle, a deep and ineffable chuckle this time. ‘Of such are the kingdom of heaven, Dicky,’ he said. He seemed about to say more but checked himself. Then he drew a breath.

         ‘Dicky, you’re an expert – you saw it.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Graecen, with a startled and defensive air. It alarmed him to be called an expert.

         ‘The sculpture I sent you for the Museum, and the relief – would you pronounce them genuine?’

         ‘Of course,’ said Graecen.

         ‘They’re not. If Baird never found the temple when he operated from the labyrinth it was because it wasn’t there. I built it.’

         Graecen had a limited range of expressions at his command. He looked pained now rather than surprised. Axelos could not help smiling at the mixture of pain and disbelief that flitted across that serene round countenance. ‘The stone is from an old dig near Castro,’ he said. ‘The temple I assembled from fragments of marble fished out of the ancient mole. The plinth and the bas relief were done by an old monk here. The sculpture by me.’ He laughed until his eyes disappeared completely and his nose almost touched his chin. It was the face of a Greek tragic mask, thought Graecen. It was most disturbing. But then, one could always count upon Axelos for some such ponderous hoax. As a man who took antiquities seriously he felt extremely annoyed. ‘That was why you warned me not to …’ he said unhappily. He remembered the brilliant sunlight leaking through the slit in the roof on to the great bas relief. Axelos said: ‘It sets a seal upon my career, Dicky, does it not? A triumph of scholarship. I had to wait until the monk died before I could tell the world about it – “The City in the Rock”.’ They sat looking at each other across the chessboard. Graecen sighed and shook his head. Axelos said: ‘By the autumn the hoax will have been going a year. I then propose to tell the Press the true story. It will underline in uncompromising fashion the two principles in which I believe: that experts know nothing and that archaeology has developed into a science as dull as theology. It’s your move.’

         ‘But your reputation,’ said Graecen, reflecting, as he did so, that the whole of Axelos’ life had been cast in this mould. As fast as he won honours he threw them away; not exactly as if he did not relish them, but as if some perverse quality in his nature denied him the enjoyment of them. There had been first of all, that brilliant speculative reading of Nugatius while he was still in his first year. The Trinity Fellowship had gone down the drain, too. His tutor had said once, ‘He’s brilliant all right – when the facts fit his fancies.’ And now he was being beaten by the same enviable, skilful unorthodoxy at chess. Or perhaps he was not paying attention? One of Hogarth’s funnier imitations had been of Mullins, the scout, leaning breathlessly over his bed, whispering ‘White chapel today, sir’ and adding ‘Mr. Axelos came in, sir, and told me to tell you he was in trouble again, sir, and don’t know which way to turn, sir.’

         As if he had divined the thoughts passing in his friend’s head, Axelos laid down his glass and said: ‘It’s no use you shaking your head over me, Dicky. I’m incorrigible. On a thousand or two a year one can afford to be. But you’ve been living on short commons too long to realize the inadequacy of our intellectual amusements for a man who wakes up one day with the Platonic fire in his guts.’

         His face looked sad now – the face of a ruined pope, in the light from the single candle. He was unhappy, Graecen saw, and his ready sympathy was at once kindled. He sat there staring at Graecen as if he wasn’t quite seeing him, the large, rather feminine hands at rest in his lap. ‘Check,’ he called and blew out the candles, before taking his friend’s arm and leading him slowly into the lighted house.

         Five miles away, the American reporter took out his notebook and the various scraps of paper on which he had jotted down items of interest about the affair. He always found it difficult to read his own shorthand. By the light of a pocket torch he steadied the papers on his knee, and, bracing himself against the jolting of the old car, tried to compose his dispatch. There were several interesting notes which would help to give his cable colour. For instance, Sir Juan had several times notified the authorities that the labyrinth was unsafe, that conducted tours should be discouraged. The British Consul himself had tried to dissuade the captain of the Europa from letting his passengers embark on the excursion. Then there was the interesting fact that several expeditions had disappeared in the labyrinth. He had the dates: 1839, 1894, 1903. They were all unofficial bodies and no trace of them had been found. Sir Juan estimated that the ramifications of the labyrinth might cover an area of several square miles. There was a peasant legend to the effect that a large animal of some kind lived in the heart of the labyrinth.

         At Canea he was settling down to a cheerless dinner when he received a telegram from his office in Athens giving the passenger list of the Europa – or rather the names of those tourists on it who had set out for the labyrinth.

         
            
               Mr. O. Fearmax.

               Mr. V. Truman and Mrs. Truman.

               Miss Virginia Dale.

               Captain J. Baird.

               Lord Graecen.

               Miss Dombey.

            

         

         The name of Campion did not appear. He ticked off Lord Graecen’s name and that of Captain Baird. They had both been accounted for. The others he presumed dead. He wondered what the chances were of any of them finding a way out. After all, a mere twenty-four hours had passed. Should he stay on a while and see whether time could put a better story in his way? A glance at the forbidding darkness of Canea decided for him. He would catch tomorrow’s plane back to Athens. The rest of the tale, he thought, must be followed up in London. His head office might unearth something of interest by sending reporters round to the private addresses of the victims. He contemplated the list once more before turning out the raw electric light that hung from the bug-ridden ceiling on a length of dusty flex. The name of Fearmax seemed vaguely familiar …

         At this time the liner Europa with the rest of its holiday-makers, lay in the port of Alexandria. The Captain and the purser sat in a stateroom and contemplated the latest telegram from the Company offices in London. Most of the questions contained in it were easily answered. For instance, why had the Captain not organized a search party to rescue the victims? It was a question so stupid that it annoyed even the purser, whose profession had given him the character of a lamb and the omniscience of God. First of all there was no transport to take a rescue party a hundred miles across Crete; secondly, the mouth of the labyrinth had been blocked; thirdly, the Europa was on a schedule, and had to consult the wishes of several hundred other passengers. ‘That’s terse enough,’ said the Captain angrily as he read through his own reply. ‘What do they think we are?’ The purser took up the telegram and retired to his own quarters. He unearthed a passenger list and an indelible pencil.

         As he put a line through each name it seemed to him that he was exorcizing the shadow of the accident which seemed to be lying heavy on the minds of the remaining passengers. Death and holiday cruises, he thought, were things that no amount of explaining could reconcile; and he remembered how nearly he himself had been tempted to join the party that had set off from the ship’s side on that fine spring morning. The word ‘labyrinth’ suggested something at once terrifying and enticing. What was it? At the old Wembley Fun Fair there had been a water-labyrinth. You sailed through the darkness in a small boat, passing at last through a corridor of mirrors and lighted panoramas.

         The circle of enquiry was all but closed. There remains to be recorded only the documentation of the Travel Agency in charge of organizing the cruise. Extracts from the Captain’s log, newspaper-cuttings and the personal effects of the missing people were posted on to London for the benefit of an alarmed insurance agent. There was little enough in all this to interest anyone. The clearing out of the cabins fell to the lot of an Irish stewardess. In the Truman cabin there was an old trunk containing several cheap and badly-cut dresses, several large hats – two of which were trimmed with feathers: a hot-water bottle: several packets of letters tied up in ribbon: and a couple of knitted sweaters. The stewardess tried on the dresses and found they did not suit her. One of the sweaters, however, was of a thick rope-stitch and suited her admirably. She kept it for herself. The letters she placed carefully in the trunk, together with the rest of the articles. She was tempted to read them, but her upbringing had been such as to instil in her a respect for private correspondence – if not for private property. The Trumans had been rather a nice couple, she thought, as she pocketed a comb and a packet of unopened cosmetics from the bunk-head. Elderly and quiet, and perhaps a little eccentric. Not like Miss Dombey with her freckles and red hair and peremptory voice – Miss Dombey whose cabin was an arsenal of religious tracts and Church Society pamphlets. She had a particular dislike for Miss Dombey. No sooner had she come aboard than the bell rang and there stood Miss Dombey at the door of her cabin with her arms on her hips, waiting for her to help her unpack. ‘Come on,’ she had called in her brassy assured manner. ‘Hurry up.’ And then, what? You would never guess. She asked her her name and, thrusting a little book into her hand, said, ‘Here, read this when you have time.’ The book was called The Way of the Cross. It seemed absolute gibberish to her, and day in, day out, Miss Dombey would question her. ‘Have you read it yet? Is there anything you would like me to explain?’ And then there was that beastly little dog of hers messing everywhere: she had brought it aboard in defiance of regulations, and no one was able to part her from it.

         As she turned over Miss Dombey’s effects, which, apart from the bundles of tracts, were few, the stewardess remembered another incident which had surprised her. She had recounted it later in the voyage to the purser who seemed to find it very droll. The bell rang and there was Miss Dombey standing outside the cabin door, her red freckled face contorted with anger. Without a word she turned and led the way to the private bathroom which was attached to her saloon. Pointing a quivering finger, she said, in tones of outrage, ‘And what might this be?’ She was pointing at the bidet – for the Europa was one of those French liners which had changed hands after the war. ‘That ma’am?’ she had said, with a dreadful feeling of being personally responsible for the outrage. ‘That’s a biddy.’ It was enough for Miss Dombey. She turned on her heel and bowled out into the corridor. ‘I am going to see the Captain,’ she said. ‘It must be removed at once.’ She actually fought her way on to the bridge to see the Captain. What she said to him was not known, but when they came down off the bridge they were both red in the face. The bidet stayed where it was, but an arctic coldness sprang up in Miss Dombey’s manner whenever she passed the Captain on deck. The Captain was not one to be put upon by such behaviour.

         Mr. Campion had taken all his things. He had, however, trodden a certain amount of paint into the floor, and had forgotten a small folding camp-stool. There was a paper bag full of walnuts under his pillow and a small dirty comb. A dozen roped-up canvases stood in the corner tied together with a rubber band and label. The label bore an address in Marseilles. Mr. Campion was rather too familiar with her. ‘A penny for your thoughts,’ he had said on one occasion; and when she did not reply: ‘No? Well then, a pound for your body.’ It was hardly the way to speak to a decent girl – even if she wasn’t a lady. Mr. Campion had also left a beret on the wardrobe. He always wore a beret and an open-necked shirt. Perhaps he had more than one beret. She tried it on and thought she would keep it; it would look quite nice after a dry-clean. The walnuts seemed to be mostly bad.

         Who else was there? It always gave her a pleasant feeling of superstitious fear to go to Fearmax’s cabin. It was rather a gloomy one on A deck. It was in a fearful mess. There were a number of books lying about, clothes hanging out of suitcases, and several bundles of envelopes done up with string and sealing-wax. She touched them softly, as if she were afraid that some of the medium’s magnetism might remain in these belongings of his. There was the short cloak he wore for the ball – it suited him over his evening clothes. A box of cigars and a rosary lay beside his bed. She turned over some of the envelopes in her hands. On one was written in a spidery hand ‘Press Cuttings, 1941–48’, on another ‘Articles to The Medium’, and a third, ‘My last Will and Testament, O. Fearmax’.

         The steward came in to help her sort the belongings which littered the cabin. She commented on the quantity of things Fearmax had left behind. ‘He was going on to Egypt,’ said the boy. ‘All the others were going to stay for a while in Crete and took their things.’ Was that true, she wondered? Miss Dale had left an evening-frock behind. ‘That poor Miss Dale,’ she said. ‘So quiet and gentle.’ She oiled her spitcurl in the mirror and twisted it round her finger. The boy gathered up the books into a bundle and dumped them in a suitcase. ‘He’s not left any money about?’ he asked suspiciously. She folded the suits and placed them one on top of the other. ‘Didn’t have much to leave, I expect,’ she said.

         In Baird’s cabin they found a pair of khaki shorts, and, in Graecen’s, a shaving-mirror which was propped at an operational angle by a half-crown. ‘You could tell he was every inch a Lord,’ said the stewardess pocketing the coin. Who else would use money to prop up a shaving-mirror?

         Miss Dale’s cabin was not as empty as they had at first glance imagined it to be. ‘There – you see? Careless,’ said the steward reprovingly. He had been particularly fond of Miss Dale with her sad blonde appearance, and her being too timid to ring for servants because, as she said, ‘she wasn’t used to them’. She had spent all day in a deck-chair, wrapped in rugs, convalescing from a serious illness. Latterly, Lord Graecen had been seen reading to her. ‘Ah well,’ said the steward with a sigh to himself, ‘Romance, that’s what it was.’ The stewardess noticed his sigh and shrugged her shoulders.

         The miscellaneous periodicals they gathered up found their way at last into the purser’s hands as he stood on C deck, talking amiably to a friend and spitting into the oily waters of Alexandria harbour. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I could do with some light reading.’ He talked as if he had been wrestling with heavy books of reference all day. The bookshelf above his bunk was crammed with yellow-backs. He took the bundle of papers, put them under his arm, and continued his conversation. He was describing to a friend the tragedy that had overtaken the party in the labyrinth. After having extracted the fullest possible pleasure from this he went and sat in a deck-chair aft, lit a fresh pipe and glanced through the papers. He wondered for a moment which papers had belonged to which passengers – one could hardly imagine these Bystanders belonging to Fearmax. Fearmax had rather awed him. He looked like a minor prophet – a gaunt and vehement character. He had refused to give a séance in the first-class saloon, pleading that he was in poor health. And yet he talked like a volcano in short and crisply-articulated sentences. He wore soft black bow ties with drooping ends – such as were fashionable in Belgravia towards the end of the last century. His face had the charred finely-lined character of the later Rudolf Steiner portraits; under his eyes there were deep smudges of black which seemed violet in the harsh lights of the first-class deck. He walked about the decks for hours with his hands in his pockets, like a monomaniac.

         For a short while the purser played drowsily with these fugitive recollections, before dropping off to sleep. He noticed that some of the portraits in the society papers had been decorated with moustaches in pencil and wondered whether Graecen had been guilty of the impropriety. The sun was sinking behind the jumble of masts and hulls and a light wind had sprung up.

         At Toulon they had all been ashore, and the Truman couple had arrived back rather drunk in the pinnace. He had seen Miss Dombey sitting opposite them with that suffused and swollen look – that redness of the wattles – which always came over her when she was outraged. Mr. Truman’s hat was over his ear and his arm was round his wife. They were singing ‘When Irish Eyes are Smiling’, with a care that seemed a little over-scrupulous to the more sober members of the crew who watched them from the rail. Graecen had made some remark to Baird and they had both laughed. It was obvious that Miss Dombey was not enjoying their company. She kept her gaze steadily averted and wondered how these disgusting people had managed to travel first-class. As the boat came in to the Europa’s side she had caught Truman’s eye and, to her horror, after a second’s patient, indulgent, and glassy scrutiny, he had winked at her. ‘That man,’ she hissed to Baird as she came up the gangway. ‘He’s drunk.’

         The purser had liked the Truman couple. He was short and thickset, with a good deal of grey hair and a clipped moustache. His manner was extremely good-natured and he appeared to suffer from no sense of social inferiority whatsoever in travelling first-class: ‘Money,’ he said whenever he had to produce any at the bar. ‘It means nothing to me. I never had any use for it. Here, take the lot.’ He was reputed to have won a fortune on the football pools. Miss Dombey found him infuriating because she could not condescend to him; he was alert, civil, and very faintly mocking.

         Mrs. Truman was a good-looking woman but a trifle sluttish of dress. Her rouge was nearly always unevenly put on, her deck-shoes rather grubby. Between her husband and herself there existed a sensible bond of ordinary humour; they were accomplices in the criticism of the world around them; a world which threw up people so irresistibly funny as Miss Dombey or as pleasant as Graecen. They were particularly pleased at any speculations as to how they had managed to acquire their wealth; as a matter of fact they had just fifteen pounds of their savings in hand. Truman had won a competition in a weekly paper which had offered him a choice between a pound a week for life or a holiday cruise. The choice was characteristic of them. ‘Mother,’ he said with a calm good-humour, ‘the pound a week I can make myself, but a holiday cruise we shall never afford if we don’t go now.’

         They were obviously very much in love, and Miss Dombey could not forgive them for their private jokes, the way they whispered into each other’s ears, and walked hand in hand about the wet decks like schoolchildren. The stewardess’s qualification of her liking of them with the suggestion that they were perhaps a little eccentric was due to a conversation she overheard one night when they were undressing in their cabin. The door had been left ajar while Truman cleaned his teeth – which he always did with a gusto and uproar quite out of proportion to so elementary an operation. You would have thought that a horse was being curried in its stall. He added to the noise by trying to hum snatches of song as he brushed. One night as the stewardess passed the door she heard this customary performance broken off abruptly and the sound of weeping, subdued and rather unearthly in the corridor which was silent now save for the furry noise of the fans. ‘There, Elsie,’ Truman was saying, ‘I know things would have been different if it hadn’t died.’ After some further conversation she heard Mrs. Truman’s melodious voice, recovering its steadiness, say: ‘I know it’s silly, but I can’t help feeling I killed it, John.’

         Later that evening she heard Truman cursing the narrowness of the cabin: ‘Making love in these bunks is like making love in a matchbox,’ he said with his comical north-country accent, with its flattened vowels.

         But perhaps the seal was set upon their eccentricity when one day the stewardess found them sitting naked, side by side on the bunk, playing noughts and crosses. ‘Come in, dear,’ Mrs. Truman had said with pleasant unconcern, and then, seeing her consternation, ‘John, out of sight with you.’ She heard Truman laughing immoderately as he struggled into a shirt. She confided this adventure to the steward, asking him very seriously whether old people like that still made love: it seemed faintly indecent. They were old enough to have children. The steward stifled a smile and said he didn’t know – they were probably eccentric. She was thoroughly satisfied with this proposition. Eccentric, that’s what they were. But they were good-humoured and undemanding, and she had a little wave of pity in her heart as she packed the ill-fitting cheap dresses, the old wire-hair-brush, and the copies of Tit-Bits in the trunk which, according to the metal stamp, had been made by a Mr. Stevens in Peckham Rye.

         It was not till some days later, when Graecen’s escape was announced in the Press, that the purser discovered that he was a poet. ‘England’s Foremost Poet-Peer,’ said one paper and gave a brief outline of his history, his Scottish title, his M.C. and Mention, and his brilliant batting for the Gentlemen versus Players at Lord’s in 1936. Everyone felt that they wished they had known at the time; he had been so quiet and unobtrusive – so like a middle-aged stockbroker. It is true that he had once been seen sketching in a book, and that he read to Miss Dale once or twice on A deck – but whether it was poetry or not they could not tell. It seemed, however, no less than poetic justice that he should be saved. Later still the purser was to see in The Times the poem of Graecen’s, beginning: ‘When death like the sundial casts his shadow.’ The lines were, he noticed, dated April, 1947, several weeks before the incident of the labyrinth, but they read to him like a premonition – as many, that is to say, as he could understand. He read them over several times, cut them out with a penknife and transferred the cutting from his grubby fingers to his pocket-book for future consideration. And here the circle of speculation closed.
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            Ariadne’s Thread

         

         It was in the middle of May that Graecen for the last time closed the little makeshift office which had been built around the Cefalû statue while it was being cleaned, and started to walk, with his deliberate soft pace, across the Graeco-Roman section. Twilight had come – that strange marine twilight which only seems to come to Museums – and the long cases reflected his sober figure in subaqueous tones as he passed them. Today was the end of a ten-year term in a life devoted entirely to them, he was reflecting, as he descended the long staircase step by step, and ten years was a long time. He was trying to invest the episode with some sentimental significance, but in truth he felt a little empty and negative. He tasted the damp air from the gloomy corridors of stone and glass around him. It must be seven. The light was fading fast outside; neutral, grey London had seen no signs of spring as yet. He breasted the tide of scholars emerging from the great library, flowing through the central doors and dissolving into the grey hinterland outside, and handed over his key with a sigh of resignation, a little surprised that it did not hurt more. As he was collecting his hat and coat, Swan, the attendant, hurried up to him.

         ‘Is it true that you’re leaving us, sir?’ he said. It was true, of course; but the eager self-indulgent emotion in the old man’s voice struck no echoing spark in Graecen’s heart. He stood on one leg, flushed. In his neat black clothes and preternaturally shined shoes he looked very much a gentleman covered by a gentleman’s confusion. ‘For a time, Swan,’ he said, ‘I hope to be back soon.’ The blush lit up first his face and then the little bald spot on his crown which always made him look like a saint in a halo. Blushing was a habit he tried to cure without success. He saw that Swan’s rheumy eye was marking the blush as it travelled steadily upwards and round towards the nape of his neck. He put his hat on, and pressed a ten-shilling note into the old man’s hand. ‘I shall see you very soon,’ he said as he passed down the hall and through the swing-doors.

         He halted for a moment on the marble steps, experiencing a sense of aimless emptiness which must, he thought, be such as prisoners feel, who, after a long sentence, hear the prison gate close behind them. It was a leave-taking peculiarly without any positive sentimental bias, and as a sentimental man he regretted it. ‘I’ve resigned,’ he told himself aloud, and, looking round, found that the pock-marked elementary Easter Island carvings were staring at him with their familiar cruelty from the porch.

         Museum Street looked drab. So did Great Russell Street. Drabness multiplied by drabness. The last suds of light were running down behind St. Pancras. London was drawing up the darkness like a blotter. Syrinx was out, however. He saw that it was in several bookshops. A few notes on the scrannel for a spring that was, as usual, late. ‘Ah well,’ he said, and took off his hat to feel the air upon his brow. He bought a Times Literary Supplement and a packet of cigarettes at the corner. It was no good reading the reviews in the left-wing papers – they always upset him with their ill-bred shrillness. As an after-thought he stole into a bookshop and bought himself a copy of Syrinx: as usual he had given all his complimentaries away. It was absurd to feel guilty and panic-stricken, for he was still comparatively unknown as a poet. Syrinx was his seventh book and he did not expect more than the usual mede of literary lip-service for it. He had long ago resigned himself to the fact that his verse was neither very experimental nor very exciting. But at least it got published: and he adored publishing. He had all the author’s vanity in the appearance of a new book, and Syrinx was really very pretty, very pretty indeed. The cover was bright, and yet refined. The pan-pipes, the reeds, the rather mouldy-looking swan – they all, he felt, admirably expressed the nature of the poems. They, too, were a little mannered, a little old-fashioned, perhaps a little threadbare. (‘Lord Graecen’s Muse, turned housewife, once more beats out her iambics like some threadbare carpet’: that was the kind of thing he found so unkind.)

         Enjoying the feeling of the little book under his arm he turned into a tea-shop to look it over once more. The review in The Times would be, as always, sepulchral but kind. Old Conklin admired his work, genuinely admired it. He avoided the corner where old Sir Fennystone Crutch was devouring buttered toast. His skull-cap and slippers made him a familiar figure in the reading room. He hated being disturbed at his tea – which was the only real meal he had during the day. Graecen had once done so and had been severely reprimanded. ‘Go away,’ the old man had said, ‘Can’t you see I’m eating?’ An all-consuming passion for Sanscrit and buttered toast – did that give one the right to be rude to people, Graecen wondered? Nevertheless he had learned his lesson; he squeezed past the old man in a hurry and fitted himself into one of the dark wooden alcoves, ordering tea, toast and a boiled egg. He opened the paper.

         For over an hour now he had forgotten what had been haunting him for several days; well, haunting was too strong a word. He sought in his mind for something with a little less value. His round innocent face puckered as he searched the columns of the paper, leaving one-half of his mind to indulge its capacity for fear, and to play with metaphors for death. It was like having a cavity in a tooth – one simply could not keep the tongue away. Death, of course, was a cavity considerably larger and more exciting. After all, he reminded himself, it was not certain that he might die during the next few months. It was merely the opinion of certain medical men – an unreliable faculty at the best. The thought had been, of course, sufficient to dislocate his life to a degree – and yet there need have been no reason. After the first day the expectation of death had assumed a kind of uniform greyness; he referred back to it as he had, when a schoolboy, referred back to the expectation of a thrashing scheduled for the next day. There was an element of pleasure in it too; at times it gave him a sense of isolation and detachment from the rest of the human race, and then he was forced to remind himself that they were also going to die. They, however, were not disturbed by the accent upon a particular time. Yet the idea, which he had confided to nobody, was disturbing. At times he felt almost ashamed of the knowledge – as if it were a disease that should be hidden from his fellows. That was really why he had resigned. It would be somehow awful to die in the Museum. ‘It might happen quite suddenly,’ the doctor had said, adding, ‘Pop, just like that.’ Graecen had been impressed by the phrase. He had found himself saying absently to an assistant curator apropos of a badly-arranged terra-cotta. ‘It might fall down and break – pop, just like that.’

         And once more logic began to intervene with its clearer assessments. Just look (he had invited himself for the last three mornings running) at Sir Fennystone Crutch. He could not go on for ever. No sane medical man would give him more than six months to live. Toothless, buried in his Sanscrit, forgetting his lunch-hour every day and leaving a jumble of gnawed crusts all over the reading-room floor. He could have no delicacy about the idea of dying at his desk, could he? What would they do if he did? Graecen decided that they would put him on the trolley – already groaning under tomes of Sanscrit – and lay his carpet-bag, skull-cap and slippers beside him. Then they would wheel him away. Would they go through the North Library, and so avoid the main entrance?

         Graecen became exasperated with himself for wasting his time like this … Following up these fatuous chains of possibility. What the devil did it matter which way they wheeled him? He pictured them wheeling the old man’s body across the Graeco-Roman section. Young Stubbs would obviously be the one to wheel him … He frowned at himself and drew his mind back to the task in hand.

         All this time his eye had been travelling across the sedate columns of the newspaper searching for a review of Syrinx. He was eating buttered toast, his face growing more and more innocent and childish as he felt the butter trickle to his chin. He got out a handkerchief and started absently to dab it. Could he say that life had gained in value from the possibility of its extinction? He knotted his brows in a scowl and cracked the top of the egg. In one way, yes. Everything had been thrown into dark relief – as though he had woken one morning and found the whole world inked in at the edges by a fall of snow. It had informed his critical sense – that was rather an awful phrase. And yet his feelings neither rose nor fell at the idea. Why?

         Even his poetry – had it shown any inclination to strike a deeper note? No, it was just the same. He remembered that his work had been described by a young critic in a little review as ‘pre-atomic, non-radioactive, non-conducting bilge’. It had annoyed him considerably. ‘Lord Graecen sticks to the rut of rentier poetry’, was another phrase from the same article. Was he honestly so bad?

         
            
               When torpid winter covers 

               The city and its lovers, 

               The cold finality of snow 

               Whitens the signs and clear defines 

               The way mortality must go. 

            

         

         It was all of a range, but he liked it. Of course the demonic element he admired so much in Emily Brontë, that was missing. But was it, as the young men said, cake without currants? It seemed on the contrary rather full of plums. At any rate Yeats had printed one in an anthology; and old Lord Alfred had once invited him to Hove where, he said, he would teach him the elements of the sonnet. It was rather condescending of him, really, but Graecen had thanked him profusely.

         ‘Ah,’ he said, for his eye, travelling slowly down the penultimate page had struck the title ‘England’s Cricketer-Poet’. There it was to be sure, written with all the overflowing admiration of old Conklin. He noted the usual references to his title, his scholarship, and his cricket. Conklin did not like his poets effeminate. With a certain indignation, however, he read: ‘It has become increasingly clear that a new Gordon Bottomley is amongst us. Lord Graecen is definitely in the great tradition of Lord Alfred Douglas, Roland Tuft, Canon Alec Smudge, and Loyola Tipstaff, any of whose lines are worth a bookful of today’s harsh clangour, which, to the uninformed, passes for poetry.’ Graecen made an irritated gesture in the air and spilt some butter on his tie. ‘Here!’ he said plaintively, addressing Conklin, ‘you can’t say that.’ It was obviously crass. One hated adverse criticism – but could one bear to be damned by this sort of praise? He read on, however, with growing bitterness——

         The bell on the outside door clinked and he saw Hogarth enter, stooping low in his baggy grey trousers, his arms full of books. ‘Hogarth,’ he said delightedly, ‘Hogarth.’ The newcomer lowered his grizzled taurine head and started towards him, with all the caution of a big man who fears that he will overturn something. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I was thinking about you – wondering why you hadn’t rung me up.’ Graecen was childishly delighted to see his old friend. ‘Sit down, my dear fellow,’ he said. ‘It’s very nice – dear me – very nice indeed.’

         Hogarth sat down slowly, battling, it seemed, with something like the centrifugal force, and unloaded his books on to the table, placing his stained pork-pie hat on top of them. He regarded Graecen with sardonic affection. His small keen eyes took in Graecen’s appearance: the buttered toast in one hand, the handkerchief in the other, the book open on his knee. ‘Richard,’ he said sternly, ‘you are reading your own work again.’ Graecen blushed like a girl. Hogarth always adopted a tone of savage irony for the sheer pleasure of teasing him.

         To do him justice, Graecen’s character demanded something more barbed than the conventional responses; and Hogarth, whose dominant character was almost the exact antithesis of his, found himself to be almost complementary in feeling and outlook. They got on admirably; fulfilling indeed Hogarth’s theory of psychic union between two essentially polar types. He had named them ‘dominant’ and ‘recessive’.

         He sat now, regarding his thumbs for a moment, and got his breath. It was obvious that he was a little out of breath. Graecen cherished him with his glances, for he had not seen Hogarth for several weeks. The familiarity of the picture pleased him. Hogarth’s large shoulders were clad in an old tweed coat patched with leather at the elbows. His grey trousers had shrunk in the wash, and their nether ends exposed his thick ankles whose socks hung down about his shoes. His face was like one of those carved Austrian pipe-heads – large bony features which were only kept alive by the small pointed eagerness of his eyes. They were rather fine and changed their colour, the eyes; they were engaged on a perpetual enquiry. When Hogarth laughed they disappeared into small commas like the eyes of pigs. When he opened them very wide, as he did when there was a question to ask, they seemed to become younger, to shine with a beauty and candour of their own.

         ‘Well,’ he said, ordering tea, and starting to charge his great blockish pipe with tobacco, ‘I’ve been running to get away from Boyd.’

         Graecen registered a rather fussy interest. Boyd was a friend of his. He was wondering how much he should tell Hogarth. ‘Boyd wants me to do the preface for his book on psycho-analysis and art. He takes both seriously.’ Hogarth sounded gloomy and irritable. ‘The book is farcical. There is an analysis of Poe’s Raven which would make your hair stand on end. You know the Freudian tie-up between the symbol of the bird and the penis?’ Graecen did not, but he blinked and nodded rapidly, moistening his lips with his tongue. ‘Well, the Raven with its mournful “Nevermore” is a terrible confession of Poe’s impotence.’ Graecen said ‘Dear me’ twice, with sympathy. He knew nothing about psycho-analysis, but he could never bring himself to be disrespectful about anything. Hogarth lit up with seven gargantuan puffs. ‘He has traced a strong interest in masturbation running through Dickens; the choice of names like Mr. Pickwick and Sam Weller are only thinly-disguised symbols … Dicky, what’s the matter?’

         Graecen felt suddenly unhappy again; he had remembered the sentence. ‘I’ve resigned from the Antiquities,’ he said in a small voice. He had a desire to confide a number of things in Hogarth – among them even old Conklin’s article; but they had all got jammed together at the entrance of his mind and he did not know which he could get out first. His face looked round and ingenuous. His lower lip trembled ever so slightly.

         ‘You’re run down,’ said Hogarth.

         Graecen nodded and handed the paper across the table to his friend, pointing with his finger to the offensive passage in the review; yet before Hogarth had time to read it he added, rather out of breath, ‘I’m supposed to have only a few months to live.’ It sounded absurd. They looked at each other for a second and both laughed, Hogarth gruffly and Graecen in a high boyish register.

         ‘Of all people, me,’ he said, suddenly feeling almost jubilant.

         ‘I don’t believe it.’

         ‘Oh yes, it’s true,’ said Graecen eagerly. He was all of a sudden anxious that the trophy should not be taken from him by mere scepticism.

         ‘Of all people – me. Dicky Graecen.’ He had the rather irritating habit of objectivizing himself in the third person, as children do. ‘So what does old Dicky Graecen do?’ was a phrase that appeared unfailingly in all his stories of his own doings. He saw himself, as he said it, childishly far-off and remote, as a sort of wayward young man. Young Dicky Graecen. In this case it was young Dicky Graecen who was going to do the dying – he himself, his alter self, was going to live for ever; well, if not for ever, for at least another fifteen years. By association this brought him back to Syrinx.

         ‘My new book is out,’ he said with a certain pleasant coyness, flushing again. Hogarth looked at him steadily, his eyes still laughing. Whatever happened to Dicky was funny – even the idea of him dogged by a premature death-sentence was funny. One’s compassion was stirred for him through one’s humour. He was holding up the book of poems for inspection.

         Graecen never sent Hogarth his books because the latter professed no interest in poetry or the fine arts. Hogarth however always sent him his own books, however ponderous and smudgy they were. On the flyleaf he always wrote ‘Dicky – push this round among the nobs. Good for trade.’

         Graecen felt faintly irritated by this suggestion, that he was, at best, a social tout for Hogarth’s clinical work; but the long friendship and affection, dating back to their university days, always won the upper hand, and he swallowed his chagrin.

         ‘There is no reason’, said Hogarth turning over the book in his paws, ‘why you shouldn’t die. All of us will have to. And I’m not sure I wouldn’t prefer to be warned. I like to get myself in order before a change.’

         This was not quite the style of thing Graecen liked. He did not want pity or commiseration, but he did feel … ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ve locked up the flat, sent Garbett on a holiday, and made my will. I’m as free as the wind. And look.’ He flourished the travel-company’s ticket before Hogarth, who was slowly turning the book of poems over and over, as if it were some puzzling potsherd whose function he could not decide.

         ‘Cefalû,’ said Graecen, enunciating clearly but softly the word which seemed to have come out of a W. J. Turner poem.

         ‘Cefalû,’ repeated Hogarth without any emphasis one way or the other. His interest had now moved on from the book to the ticket. The name of the ship was the Europa, ‘Baird is going to Crete too,’ he said. ‘A patient of mine. You’ll be travelling together, and will see …’

         ‘Silenus,’ said Graecen with the air of a conjurer bringing off a trick. ‘I shall tell him everything.’

         ‘You won’t need to,’ said Hogarth sardonically. ‘He’ll probably tell you, that old Phanariot intriguer. What is all this about the labyrinth? I saw it in the paper.’

         Graecen fished a letter out of his pocket holding up an excited hand to prevent Hogarth saying any more until he should deliver himself of his news, ‘A letter from Silenus,’ he said. ‘Look.’

         Hogarth saw the familiar vermilion and the little drawing on the letterhead, of a village perched upon the side of a high stone cone. ‘Read it,’ he said. He knew that Graecen loved to read aloud, having a conceit of his voice. ‘All right, I will.’

         Graecen sat back and put on his story-book voice – the voice reserved for reading of his own work on the radio.

         ‘“The sun”’, he read, ‘“comes up every day like the naked flash of a cannon. I am sitting in the garden writing on a fallen block of marble. The roses are doing well and so, as you have heard, is the archaeology. Further to my last, the labyrinth has produced a stone inscription – pre-Minoan? At any rate another script I cannot tackle, part hieroglyph. The Museum say they will send for you if I wish. My dear fellow, of course I wish. A summer in Cefalû would do you good. I need company. Bring anyone you wish. But please follow these instructions implicitly: Do not in any way, in print or by statements to the Press, commit yourself to a belief in, or knowledge of, the New Era (we hope) I’ve stumbled on. Got that?”’ Graecen broke off in confusion and found Hogarth’s steady eye upon him. He wrinkled his brows. ‘Now I wonder why,’ he said plaintively.

         Hogarth admitted a wrinkle to his left cheek and shook out the burnt top of his dottle. ‘Why not guess?’ he said. Graecen looked at him innocently.

         ‘Dicky,’ said Hogarth, ‘you know what our dear Silenus is. It’s just possible that the New Era is——’

         ‘Faked?’ said Graecen in alarm.

         ‘Well, it’s a proposition,’ said Hogarth easily. ‘It surely wouldn’t be hard to do.’

         ‘But the lovely statue,’ said Graecen.

         ‘I should have a good look at it,’ his friend advised.

         Graecen looked confused and put the letter back in his pocket. He thought hard.

         ‘How do you tell the age of a statue anyway?’ said Hogarth, ‘apart from guesswork or typology?’

         Graecen was too busy thinking to answer. He could easily get Firbank and his beastly chemicals to come along and test the stone; ‘but I don’t want to start any suspicion about Axelos,’ he said.

         ‘Chemicals?’ said Hogarth. ‘Take some along with you when you go.’

         ‘I will,’ said Graecen fervently. ‘I will.’

         He ate a rejected crust off his plate and seemed lost in thought. The statue was exquisite.

         ‘Now then,’ said Hogarth paying the bill and building a pyramid of books before taking them up. ‘I want you to meet a young man who is travelling on the Europa with you. He’s waiting in a pub in Shaftesbury Avenue.’

         As usual Graecen had a thousand and one things to do. He took out his little leather notebook. Hogarth must really come to lunch or to dinner; but as usual he was booked right up. Tomorrow he was taking Mrs. Sanguinetti to the new Disney film. There was a dinner at the Savile in the evening. He read breathlessly through his engagements. Hogarth noticed that death hardly intruded upon Graecen’s daily life; it was assumed that he would not die before Saturday, when the Europa was due to sail. He lowered his crest like a bull and dragged his protesting friend to the corner of Tottenham Court Road. When Graecen showed signs of breaking away Hogarth anchored him successfully by giving him some of his books to hold. In this way they made their slow way down to the little pub in which Baird sat, reading a newspaper over his beer.

         Later, as always happened, Graecen found that he was too late to keep the scheduled engagements for the evening, and found himself taking Hogarth out to dinner at the little Spanish restaurant in Old Compton Street, whose pimento-flavoured rice they had enjoyed together for so many years. Baird in his tactful way slipped off and left them together.

         ‘How is it’, said Graecen when he left, ‘that that normal-looking young fellow should turn up in your consulting-room, Hogarth?’ How indeed? Hogarth considered the question fairly for a moment. The reason for Baird’s journey to Crete was fantastic enough in its way. Cefalû was to be the answer to more than one problem. ‘By jove,’ he said, ‘I almost wish I was going too, to help him dig up Böcklin.’

         Over dinner he told Graecen the story.
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