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Miniature from the illuminated manuscript Splendor Solis 1532–1535, representing “the peacock stage” of alchemy when the oily black contents of the alembic flare iridescent
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Miniature from the illuminated manuscript ‘Universal P. & Augment’ by Adolphus Ignatius de Mussy
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Miniature from the illuminated manuscript Aurora Consurgens 1420s














I





A n incensed blond twink said, “Excuse me, miss! Where do you think you’re going? This is a members-only club.”


Knowing:




i. People rarely allow for Blackness and caprice (be it in dress or deportment) to coexist without the designation of Madness.


ii. People like to presume Madness over style whenever they have the chance





I gathered that my eBay lab diamonds, silver leatherette and lead velvets had been mentally catalogued as a few of the traditional accoutrements of the Maniacal Black Person, who possesses no taste, only variations of a madness which comes down on her from on high.


He occupied a large built-in table of the kind at which a receptionist or concierge would customarily be stationed.


“I thought this was the new archive site? I’m volunteering.”


He was more annoyed than embarrassed at being caught out.


“Oh,” he said, smiling at a sheet of paper. “I’ve only been informed of two volunteers. You don’t seem to be down?”


“Mathilda Adamarola.”


“I see: ‘Mathilda’. Well, I wasn’t given surnames, I was just told ‘Agnes and Mathilda’. You’re downstairs,” he looked at the name and then at my face as if I’d performed a conjuration.


On the first step down I paused,


“Why were you just pretending to be on the reception of a members’ club?”


He ignored me.


Downstairs, I saw the new site had at least once been a kind of Learned Society or specialist members’ library, still replete with its blackish wood panelling and Lincrusta. The actual library was situated in the basement but there were no books lingering on the shelves to indicate specialism.


“Hate it,” was the first thing Elizabeth/Joan said to me. And when I asked her what it had been specifically: “Oh, I don’t know. Horrid Old Gents’ Club, or something. Who cares. Anyway, it’s all ours for the next couple of weeks until the rest of the department move over.”


“Who was that on the door?”


“God yes, James.”


I told her about his bizarre little roleplay.


“Probably his undying power fantasy to be front of house at a members-only club—people nurse all sorts of passions and they’ll live them out whenever they have the chance.”


I had befriended Elizabeth/Joan a month ago. I’d been going almost daily to the National Portrait Gallery Archive for some time to look at photographs of Stephen Tennant and some of my other Transfixions. My interactions with her up until then had been minimal. She was rude in an absent-minded sort of way and irritated me in her ostensible membership of a subset of a type I had once become familiar with. All week I would notice, upon looking up mid-reverie from my desk, that someone was watching me from across the room. It was the kind of shameless gaze that suggests the gazer has forgotten you can see them back. One day near the end of that week, as I was leaving, she asked me what I was researching. Her eyes glazed instantaneously when I started speaking and I saw she was, of course, seeking an opportunity to talk about herself so I indulged her by asking what it was like working at the archive. Here she launched into a monologue: she was extremely bored here, she was experiencing some kind of malaise, in fact. Hated the actual cataloguing side so had asked to be put on the readers’ room welcome desk with the hope of some kind of interaction. “But everyone that comes here...” and her eyes fell on the only other reader, an admittedly tedious looking man. “Nobody ever speaks to me; it’s actually kind of cruel if you think about it.” She looked at me once more as if really taking me in and asked again what I was researching, then where I lived, where I had studied, and so on. I fed her a mixture of facts and lies which sated her enough for her to launch into gossip about every member of staff in the archives, none of whom I knew, and then what gossip she had gleaned from some of the regular visitors. “Churchill...” she sighed a sigh of true exasperation, nodding towards the man across who was definitely eavesdropping by this point.


Then she moved onto personal life, proving my estimation not far off: private day school, “then undergrad at Edinburgh. New Sloane rather than Sloane or Old Sloane because parents are old-old middle class but new to London. Neo Art Sloane, I suppose. Nobody uses the term ‘Sloane’ anymore, but I do, because that’s what I am.”


She was the perfect candidate for a new Escape. Would provide a new microcosm to slip into. My brain was already working out how best to go about it, but as she went on, I detected a weird grain in the mix: it was an act, an excellent one. She was not of that class or type; this excited me.


Sadly, a few days into our acquaintance, I realised she was not acting at all. The grain was something else. Something that would not properly surface, I predicted, until another couple of decades, at which point she would undergo an epiphany like an E.M. Forster character abroad, and revolt against the faintly alternative, ultimately conventional existence in which she’d entangled herself. (An event symbolised by the languid but vengeful flinging out the window onto the rocks below of a white clay bowl full of dandelion salad from a villa in wherever it was in two decades from now that had become the inevitable zone for mildly artistic wealthy English people. The bowl would not be dashed, however, but caught by the incoming tide, before being swallowed.)


I was sure she’d told me her name during her monologue, but I did not take it in. Later I looked up the staff. There were three cataloguing assistants. A James, whom she’d just identified as the evil blond man upstairs, an Elizabeth, and a Joan. I had never been able to ascertain whether she was Elizabeth or Joan and it had now been too long to ask.


It was Elizabeth/Joan who phoned me one day at about two in the morning—“We’ve just received a tonne of photos, or something.” I only took a moment to realise who it was. “Full of stuff you’re interested in. Who was that one? Yes, Stephen Tennant and all that lot, stuff from the ’20s-’30setcetera. I mean an actual tonne in weight of photos, or something. Desperately need people to help sort through it. Especially if they can recognise any of the sitters. Unseen images. Good for your biography. I’ll text you the details.” And then a pause: the unfamiliar process of awaiting a reply.


She must have looked me up on the database and taken my number down for later use. I wasn’t sure how authorised she was to appoint unofficial volunteers for the archive at two in the morning. I was also acutely aware of the fact that I would be doing the bulk of her assigned job for her without pay. She did, however, arrange for travel and lunch expenses which came to about fifty pounds a week, a significant amount for someone recently sanctioned.


The photographs were an unsolicited donation.


“Some shitbag’s always leaving behind paintings and photos in their will, so we’ve got a constant flow coming in all the time. They think they’re doing us a favour and they also imagine it’s going to be hung in the main gallery next to Queen Elizabeth the First. Actually, we’ve got a strict donations and acquisitions policy. We can’t accept ninety-five percent of the dross we get; don’t know how that explains the dross we keep. Has to be significant to portraiture in some way. Someone famous or influential or, even rarer, ‘something significant to the history of portraiture itself.’ Not just some old shitbag’s memory box we didn’t ask for.” So I was informed by Elizabeth/Joan on the first morning of volunteering.


In this case, a relative had carried out instructions on behalf of their shitbag great uncle or aunt and sent everything at once in cardboard boxes. Fortunately, following instructions of the deceased, a list of some of the figures of significance was also sent, even if none of the thick fabric-bound albums or loose photographs were named and dated. I soon discovered that they had not “just received” this donation, which had come about ten years prior, but rather had just gotten around to looking at it.


There were generally no more than three of us to sort through the images at a time. Usually two since Elizabeth/ Joan hated nothing more. The other volunteer was a woman in her early ’80s called Agnes, who wore pink pearls and tartan every day, and got as much pleasure from the whole thing as I did. She had been some kind of historian and it was not lost on me that we were the only two Black people working for the archives, and that we were working for free. I wasn’t sure where Elizabeth/Joan had poached her from—perhaps she was another archive user like me, wrangled into free labour, or perhaps one of the official volunteers pilfered from the database. Every so often Agnes, otherwise hardnosed, would hold out a photo and operatically exclaim,


“Now look at this, you’ve got to see this, you have really got to see this,” and I would have to stop and come around to look. They were always intriguing pictures. Twice some quite scandalous ones that I would have been too embarrassed to show her. The group shot of skiers laughing in the snow would bring about the same delighted arpeggio as the lakeside tableau of erect Pans: a Beardsley drawing corporealised.


As Agnes and I sat at a table sifting through images, taking notes, suggesting dates, Elizabeth/Joan would float in and out of the room if there was nobody senior in the vicinity, which there generally wasn’t because at the main site everyone else worked on the other side of the building. Sometimes she sat at her desk muttering to herself, sighing in irritation, calling me over to talk when she was bored or annoyed.


She also occasionally marched around the room’s periphery, working herself up into silent rages, speaking under her breath about God knows what and making frantic hand gestures. When I first saw her rankled like this, I genuinely believed she was rehearsing for a play, but later realised she was tremendously coked-up.


Today she was in such a mood.


“Told you he’s a little drip,” she picked up the subject of James two hours later as if there had been no break in our conversation. She was pacing the new room. “Thank fuck he’s gone. You know he wasn’t even supposed to be here till next week. Wanted to ‘see the space’, and then said he had work to do. I don’t see why he couldn’t do whatever it is he has to do back where he usually does it.”


Agnes, who had been particularly engrossed in a batch of photos, never appeared to notice Elizabeth/Joan’s rages anyway. During this current outpour she stood up, probably to go for lunch, when Elizabeth/Joan spun to face her and snapped, “Oh sit back down you stupid fool,” rather aggressively, at which point I found myself telling Elizabeth/Joan to sit down herself. She pivoted to face me, and I thought for a moment she was going to hit me, and she probably was, but then all the fury in her eyes died out. She went back to her desk. Agnes, having ignored all this, had gone to switch on the kettle and returned to her work as it boiled.


“I think I need to go for lunch,” Elizabeth/Joan said, which I knew to be an apology. She went out for her second lunch that day.


Perhaps twenty minutes after she was gone, James the catalogue assistant, who had supposedly left hours ago, surprised us when he came down into the room with his eyebrows raised in the fashion of a particular brand of self-assured heterosexual.


“Where’s Eliza?” he said.


“She just went out to get some paper,” Agnes said.


“How long has she been gone?” he was clearly annoyed.


“Not long, Mr. Collins,” Agnes said; she could be very strict. “Would you like us to leave a message?”


“No need.”


“Well I’ll be sure to tell her you were looking for her, Mr. Collins,” Agnes said. James went back out, visibly red—rose red. Or actually, I thought, carnational.


About five minutes after this Agnes put down her pencil, got up and went out the room. I sat in silence, thinking about carnations and still processing the unexpected knowledge of Elizabeth/Joan’s name. I tried to insert the unfamiliar Eliza into my head but clearly Elizabeth/Joan had situated itself forever.


“Mathilda,” called Agnes from upstairs. “Come up.”


She was waiting for me halfway up the ground floor staircase. “He’s gone, thank heavens. Come and have a look at this please.”


I had not been upstairs yet but was aware the first and second floors were going to be converted into office space for the photographic archive. She led me into a room which was named smugly in brass, The Old Smoking Room. Agnes was already behind the bar, which still had various remaining bottles of alcohol. She poured us both an expensive-looking clear brown liquid.


“It’s all going to be discarded anyway,” she said. “Health and safety.” She lit a cigarette with a defiant flourish and offered me one which I took. “I thought to myself: why not let’s Mathilda and I appreciate it, hmm?”


After a moment,


“She’s not a bad girl, I’m sure you can see that. Unfortunately, that other one: Mr. Collins. Smarmy creature. Jobsworth. James the Jobsworth!” She gave a little laugh. “Now I don’t know what you’re here for exactly, Mathilda, but I do know you enjoy the setup. That I can see. It would be wise to make sure he doesn’t get her into trouble. On my part, I have very important work to do and I hope you do too. Oh yes. You ought to.” I didn’t know what to make of this but felt it prudent not to stand there looking out of the loop.


Behind the bar, in a garish gilt frame was a large mirror. It was more suited to the Folies Bergère than an old English members’ club. We sipped our drinks and smoked our cigarettes as we wandered around the room—disdainful but loving it—looking through some of the residual objects ready to be thrown away, mostly plaques and newspapers.


The huge bow windows were like an observation deck and a climactic grey light came through them.


We had been staring under lamps in the basement all day and the contrast made the natural light pleasantly melodramatic. I began to feel the specific ghost of loveliness which transposes the body by means of unexpected expensive brandy and sudden daylight and thought about how once when waiting for a bus to school I had overheard something from the radio of a parked car. An artist was being interviewed and the conversation was uninteresting, but it had eventually caught my attention because the artist was not listening properly:


“How much does lithography matter in contemporary culture?”


“Oh absolutely! Lithography is everything to me.” His responses did not quite match the questions, as if, rather than hearing interrogative phrases like, how much, or why he simply heard, Lithography? or Childhood?


In response to a question about prizes he told a story about getting some good news one day,


“Yes, that day I was working in the study and got the phone call and was in such a shock that I went to the living room and opened a bottle of cognac and watched trash all day! Daytime television and that sort of thing—this was the ’90s you know...”


First, I thought there was something infinitely mesmerising about the idea of escaping from a day’s work in the ’90s. Then I thought that if I were ever in the position of the man on the radio, I would be drinking cognac all day and watching television. But then I wouldn’t ever be able to feel the pleasure of escaping from a day’s work. The dilemma caused me undue distress. I came down with a literal fever the next day and was sick for two weeks. I was diagnosed with the flu. I disagreed: on the one hand it was thinking about labour, about leisure, that rendered my body weak and feverous, even though the sense of unvarnished doom had seemed totally unwarranted, without cause at the time, separate from the dilemma of whether the pleasure of escaping work was greater than that of never having to. Even though I had realised how I never truly wanted to work in the future, realised the weight of how horrific work is.


On the other hand, it was the ’90s. Not the period specifically, but the thought of being as I was—the same age and person—in the ’90s, instead of then. A gear was sent spinning in my brain.


After a few minutes, the rigidity of the black and white photos would, if not depart, then liquify. A day’s immersion left the same mental after-dazzle as a sun-glanced afternoon, lakeside.


These non-existent beams, hurled up from non-existent tree-fringed and flickering bodies of water, were the perfectly normal sensational offshoots of gazing at photos all day. They were access to, glimpses of, Arcadia: The Grand Ahistorical Mythical Paradise which is the ultimate project of all Arcadian Personality Types who crave a paradise knit out of visions of the past much like their more illustrious cousins, Utopians, do with the future. (It—paradise—is ultimately to be a collaboration.)


Utopian Personality Types, as a rule, find old things redolent of decay, and can just about put up with new things which are still not the future.


The classic counterpart traits of the Arcadian, like a fondness for old objects and buildings, and an inclination towards historicised figments, were, as far as I was concerned, much easier to inhabit for white people, who continued to cast and curate all the readymade, ready-to-hand visions. Being born in a body that’s apparently historically impermissible, however, only meant I was not as prone to those traps that lie in wait for Arcadians—the various and insidious forms of history-worship and past-lust. I would not get thrown off track: I could rove over the past and seek out that lost detail to contribute to the great constitution: exhume a dead beautiful feeling, discover a wisp of radical attitude pickled since antiquity, revive revolutionary but lustrous sensibilities long perished.


Not prone but certainly not impervious.


The photographs we had been sorting through had thus far consisted mainly of holiday shots. Some quite spectacular. Europe in the ’20s and ’30s. Old pensiones and hotels. Scenes of a modernist Alpine Queerdom.


The photographer, I thought, must have been the short dark-haired man who occasionally came in and out of shot, but it was hard to say, as there was also a gloriously imperious woman that might have been his wife (which did not seem to stop either of them partaking in the Alpine Queerdom.)


These photos had so far yielded two images of Stephen Tennant. One was a mountain scene in Bavaria, the other on a bright, empty beach, hand in hand with a doting Siegfried Sassoon. I had to lie down on the floor. Neither Elizabeth/ Joan nor Agnes commented, for which I was grateful.


Today we had finished taking notes and ordering the first box of many, now ready for the next department where it would be sorted through all over again to verify our identified sitters and dates whilst looking for any others. This would happen twice more before they were all digitised.


There was a definite elation slicing open the next box, which Agnes did ceremoniously, putting on tweed gloves and using her mother-of-pearl nail scissors since, along with most of the equipment, the Stanley knife hadn’t arrived.


This series struck upon a different channel. Less bucolic sight-seeing and more cosmopolitan. Pictures of Parisian nightclubs, many where the photographer had obviously been intoxicated. Elbows and blurred faces of interwar bohemia. One of what must have been the Revue Nègre where, though it was impossible to see who was on stage, Agnes immediately identified Josephine Baker by a visible scrap of dress. Many showed the London club scene of the ’20s. Places like the original Café de Paris, the Gargoyle Club, Café Royal, the Blue Lantern. It was amongst these we began finding photographs of a particular party.


The party was at a country house I recognised at once as Garsington, home of patron and hostess Ottoline Morrell. It was a particularly animated looking soirée. Different to the usual pictures of Garsington parties I’d seen with members of the Bloomsbury Group lying about sedately in deck chairs chatting, bitching, smoking. Some of those figures were there—I screamed at Agnes when I pulled a picture of Vanessa Bell out of a pile, and then screamed again at one with half of Virginia Woolf in conversation with a whole Duncan Grant.


There was a comparatively loucher crowd at this party than the Bloomsberries; swathes of apparently uninvited guests. Ottoline Morrell herself was in one snapshot, towering above the rest, a tall woman who accentuated her height with heel extensions, looking not only unphased but delighted by what were probably party crashers; laughing amidst dark, frayed young creatures. Some of the guests were in costume and half-costume and it looked as if they had come to Garsington directly from at least three different parties: a mixture of artists and students and various denominations of the Bright Young People.


My eyes picked out amongst the piles some blue-edged pictures which I knew immediately to be photographs taken by Ottoline Morrell; she’d always had these mounted on grainy blue cards and I’d seen many of her thousands of photographs held at the archives, but those before me had probably not been seen for decades.


They were pictures of the same party. Unlike the photographs we had been going through, Ottoline annotated all of hers with names on the paper border. In one was the dark-headed, wicked elf of a man with the marvellously arrogant woman and some other people. It was the first where I had seen the man and woman in the same shot. Written below was,


Hugh and Florence St. Clair, and on the back, To Florence, You said you should like a photograph, please send me one of your own. Ottoline.


Which meant they could have been married, but looking at them it was obvious they were siblings. I was about to call out to Agnes that I had found the name of the photographer but there was another blue-lined image. Also at Garsington. A room panelled much like the one I was in. A young man and two women in elaborate costume as Late Renaissance angels. Arched wings impressively constructed of wax and what must have been peacock feathers. All three posed in a befittingly exaggerated Mannerist style, as if each occupied the panel of a triptych. The two on either side flaunted heraldic robes, whilst the central woman wore emblazoned pieces of armour over a fine mesh of chainmail. She had on a coronet, around which her hair was brushed into a commanding nimbus.


Beyond photographs taken for colonial documentation, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen a photograph of a Black woman, or man, from this era, with hair this texture, that hadn’t been ironed or lye-straightened. Certainly never in such a setting. An excruciation of coil and kink, for it made me ache with jealousy and bliss. In a chain-mailed hand she clutched a champagne coupe like a holy grail. The other palm was angled just a bit away from the lens, fingers arranged in an obscure saintly message, but at the same time holding a cigarette. I was about to call out to Agnes again, but instead found my hand with the photo in it slipping under the table towards my coat pocket.


There was a second picture of the same trio. They’d changed position, all looking less mannerist but giving an excellent profile.


When I finally called Agnes over,


“Oh, that’s your Mr. Tennant is it not?”


And yes, it was. I hadn’t even noticed. The young man to the left was Rex Whistler, which I had already vaguely registered, but the other angel on the right, the second young woman, was of course Stephen Tennant.


“But who’s the young lady in the middle, a singer?”


“No.”


Even for Agnes it was the obvious suggestion: a Black woman at a bohemian party in England in the ’20s was not unlikely a singer like Florence Mills, or Josephine Baker, who were sometimes invited to such events as entertainment and also sometimes as guests. But I thought not, without knowing why.


“What does the name say?”


Another thing I hadn’t noticed.


Steenie, Hermia and Rex


Steenie was a nickname for Stephen. But on reading the name Hermia, another rose up in response: “Druitt”. I was absolutely sure of it. Hermia Druitt. My mouth ached to say the name aloud.


“Hermia Druitt.”


“I haven’t heard of her. Should I have, Mathilda?”


Because Elizabeth/Joan did not come back, which was to be expected, and because of the weather, which was unexpected, we decided to have another brandy upstairs before leaving. The room held an odd fascination for us and we clearly loved to stand about in it, two awed but smug trespassers. Whenever I glanced at Agnes she had a sort of shining, triumphant light in her eyes and I thought I understood something of it—of being in this room, of having this space to ourselves. But eventually a cruelness I also understood came into her face and she buttoned up her coat and said,


“Make sure you pull the bottom door shut properly behind you; are you listening? Right, see you tomorrow.”


I watched as she passed below. Rain fizzed white on the ledge like soda water. Then the rain fell differently, glossing the streets and rooftops into a state of divine lamination.


I took a slim bottle of something green from behind the bar and ventured outside into a loch of granite and bobbing umbrellas. All the trains had stopped, and I would have to take three or four buses.


I limited myself to a maximum of three inspections of the photograph per bus. I felt it might dissolve in my possession, outside of the archive, but instead it became more substantial, if anything materialising not dissolving—sucking in atoms, becoming more of an object, more vivid. I became fearful that commuters would notice I had stolen something almost a century old, that it was glowing with the undeniable aura of valuable old things, of masterpieces and antiquities. But, of course, no one did notice. It was not valuable.


What was beyond doubt by the time I got back was that a new Transfixion had arrived in the form of Hermia Druitt, the woman in this photograph. This was confirmed by the sensations: flashes from Arcadia. Moonlight, of a kind, sighed up and down the tube of my spine, but above all, that indescribable note which accompanied all my Transfixions was present: humming beneath the high fine rush—probably not dissimilar to holy rapture—was an almost violent familiarity. The feeling of not only recognising, but of having been recognised.


A new Transfixion.


In the month prior to my discovery of Hermia Druitt, I often found myself ‘recording’ my other Transfixions, working backwards to the first, who came to me at about fourteen, though I suspected they were happening before this in a more abstract manner. These records took the following form:


On silver card written in shell coloured ink (barely legible) Front:




Stephen Napier Tennant





(Image—photograph of Tennant in costume as Prince Charming, lying like the effigy on a tomb, hands in prayer and with a glossy silk cape spread out around him, by Cecil Beaton.)




Span: 21 April 1906—28 February 1987


Memorabilia: Queer English socialite most prominent during interwar era. Is frequently quoted as responding, when asked by his father what he wanted to be when he grew up, “…a Great Beauty, Sir!”, which became the case.


A human orchid who said he heard the flowers, his siblings, chant his name whilst walking on the Salisbury Plains as a boy.


“You needn’t wave and dye it like that, because you don’t need to at all… You know, a man doesn’t want to look pretty,” said Tallulah Bankhead when he met her in New York in 1931.


“Well, some men, I think, do want to look pretty. And nicer still, beautiful!” he replied. Marcelled not only his hair but daily existence, by which is meant he induced the decorative wave in all things.


Is said to have lived in bed. This is not quite true. Certainly spent later life in comparative seclusion but by no means a total recluse. Friends included Virginia Woolf, E.M. Forster, Gertrude Stein, Elizabeth Bowen, Jean Cocteau and Willa Cather. Ended his four-year relationship with Siegfried Sassoon after Sassoon, turning up unannounced, found him without makeup on. Spent most of his life working on his novel Lascar: A Story You Must Forget, producing over 500,000 words but never completing it. Rarely mentioned is the unpublished novel he did complete, The Second Chance.


“What in life could be more ecstatic an occupation than putting orchids in an ice-box and then taking them out again?”





Back:




Sensations: Silver wafer into lead-white paste, soundless string instruments involving beeswax in their production.


Further notes: Was an aesthete in the purest sense–a lover of beauty; but not a dandy, which traditionally entails a certain adherence to masculinity.





Other Transfixions included Jeanne Duval, Roberte Horth, Luisa Casati, Josephine Baker, Nancy Cunard, Richard Bruce Nugent, Ludwig II Bavaria and Bel-Shalti Nannar, Babylonian High Priestess of the moon god, Sin.


I hadn’t planned for cards at all but something visually more complex, involving star charts and tabulations, looking mystical and mathematical. Something diagnostic that would capture the essence of each figure, establishing intricate patterns between them, before at last identifying in a serious manner the source of my fixations.


The result displayed none of the hoped-for rigour, resembling a teenager’s overly embellished revision flashcards. But they soon took on a devotional function, like prayer cards. Miniature icons.


I caught myself shuffling them, trying to intuit hidden meanings, and it was because of this I threw them in a high-street bin one day. It was clear that the making of these cards was atavistic, a basically perilous regression. There were other figures who fascinated me but did not produce these feelings, who transfixed but did not Transfix, and in answer to this I was given to constructing explanatory theories. Initially it was to do with reincarnation. All at once I had been Lola Montez, Ludwig II Bavaria, Jeanne Duval and so on, with a tangential theory to justify so many overlapping lives and just one soul. When this at last became insupportable (and unbearable—the shock of realisation was like nothing else, I was locked out of Arcadia) another gleaming narrative was constructed. In this one I belonged to some divine clan of being, a sort of celestial siblinghood to whom I was irrevocably connected (I imagined a network of silver cords) and so, when I heard the music of Ardizzoni and felt like I was suddenly ‘home’, it was because through his music echoed the undeniable timbre of my kinsfolk (the twitching of numinous cables.) This was also too flimsy a reverie to surf, and the resulting comedown was such that it became necessary to put a stop to these self-induced delusions.


I was grateful to Grace, whom I’d never met, for letting me flatsit, and in my gratitude wanted desperately to like her, but so much made this difficult including the fact that she had chosen to live in this particular location.


I always watched from the window before leaving because I was aware that every morning a couple called Christian and Tom, and their flatmate, Eleanor, performed morbid calisthenics on the grounds of the complex.


They were there today, running around in huge in-candescent green jackets. The jackets—which inflated like life-jackets depending on your temperature and were part of a new fitness regime—made them look weightless as they wove around the overabundance of zinc-clad concrete that gave shape and shell to the complex.


Every so often they would stop running and do their aerobics, a warning semaphore from the land of the hale and vigorous. I had to remind myself that they did not actually know I was staying here. As far as I was aware, they didn’t even know Grace, but it was still extremely unfortunate.


I had been to one of Christian & Tom + Eleanor’s dinners just a month ago. The sole charming thing about them had their insoluble trinity, but this swiftly became part of the unique drudgery of knowing them. They lived, if I remembered correctly, in the tallest building opposite. The flat was even larger than Grace’s; a pale, vast and chairless cocoon. The lack of chairs may well have been part of the same fitness regime as the jackets, or it could have been a matter of style, which was really the same: the taste for frugality that year had reached new heights. It was the Summer of Self-Deprivation. A period of dramatically bland food and sham guilt. Endless exercise. Some began sporting actual sackcloth shirts, as if practicing mortification of the flesh.


At Christian & Tom + Eleanor’s upright supper, we all stood around, plates in hand, no one daring to comment on the chairlessness or the food because, in this group, Christian & Tom + Eleanor were really quite fundamental and radical people. Then I dropped a half-moon plate of something lime-coloured onto their carpet. Harmony: it had tasted like apple sauce, but also carpet (already.)


I had never known Christian & Tom + Eleanor particularly well, but any number of former friends and escaped-from associates might come to visit them and in doing so catch sight of me, which would prove disastrous.


From the foyer, I spied through the glass doors. They were out of sight and must have just started a new circuit. I’d counted from above using the stopwatch on my phone. By the time they came back round the building I would be gone so I stepped out onto the plaza.


Palm trees, or something like them, had recently been inserted throughout, serving only to punctuate the industrial unearthliness with a vegetal equivalent. The Wreath Complex was a large ring of flats marooned on the farthest transport zone which, after almost a decade in abeyance, had been bought over and rebranded “The Wreath” in an attempt to counteract its out-and-out ghostliness. This luxury rebirth had proven moderately successful, appealing to the likes of Grace, not to mention Tom & Christian + Eleanor.


There was, of course, nothing novel about industrial luxury or the people who flocked to it, but this was pushing it as far as I was concerned. Surely the brainchild of bull-faced psychogeographers. You sometimes saw such men on weekends, aspiring urban prophets and arbiters of grit, pacing about with pads, practically genuflecting every time they met the dull gleam of The Wreath. They walked for hours to see it or stumbled upon it and thought it was the kind of social housing that it had been intended for, prior to redevelopment.


I had no love for Industriana, prefab, Brutalism, faux Gropiusstadts, or anything conspicuously utilitarian because I still coughed up grit particles in my sleep and concrete fragments worked their way out my system by night. I was allergic, in a word, to the architecture of my youth, which perpetually resurfaced, haunting me in ever more unnerving forms like this.


(I had, after all, only just begun casting off the sly aesthetic fascism that barred me from seeing any romance in the conditions of my birth before I was forced to see those conditions through their eyes.)


It took under a week for the place to leave long-lasting effects on me. I noticed since living there all personal adornment become exaggerated, possibly because, at least passing through, I could catch sight of myself in the zinc and steel: a spectre, over-bedecked. I discovered, in that site of anti-ornament, the depths of my craving for the decorative. I was insatiable, panging for the kind of adornment anathema to Christian & Tom + Eleanor, too reminiscent of the trappings of their parents, though really nothing to do with them. They shivered at the prospect of a cornice, gazed longingly at me, jealously even: born absolved of unshakeable bourgeoise signifiers, why on earth would she want to dabble with that shit, shit that looked like that shit, whether it was inherently bourgeoise or not?


The mouth of a pedestrian tunnel perpetually sighed into the midst of the usually empty plaza. Just as I approached, I heard voices behind me.


“Saaaaad-ie!”


“Saaadie!”


“Sadie!”


Bright green reflected in the steel of a baluster. Somewhere behind me were Tom & Christian + Eleanor. I tried to maintain a natural pace until I cleared the steps of the tunnel and was sure I was out of sight; I had to stop myself vaulting over the barriers when I saw the train was already on the platform.


Even as the doors shut, I sat down and the train started pulling away, I had an image of all three buffeting into the station, arms linked, swelling jackets lending them levitational force as they jumped on top of the train, swung down and broke through the glass.


“Sadie!” they would say. “Sadie! Sadie! Sadie! Sadie!”


And I would revert. From Mathilda to Morgana, Morgana to Mona, Mona to Temi, Temi to Sadie—but then I’d keep on unfurling, all the way to she who came first:


Brief Chronology of Unfurling






	 


	Life


	Significant Historical and Cultural Events







	1991 


	(20 Jan.) Redactedagain(aka Mathilda) is born absolved of unshakeable bourgeoise signifiers.


	 







	2006 


	(July.) First Escape and Escapes immediate hardship (exchanged for others) basically through deceiving and even scamming in a not unfabulous manner, in various not unfabulous manners, chasing minute luxuries like elaborate cornices and champagne, alongside Malachi.


	Grace Jones drinks half a bottle of champagne some twenty years prior to rapturous applause.







	2006 


	Escapes and becomes Cassandra amongst other things – entering into a social group distinctly far removed.


	 







	2001


	Escapes and becomes Sadie
Escapes and becomes Temi
Escapes and becomes Mona
Escapes and becomes Morgana
(June 3, 2:30) Becomes Gillian Featherstonehaugh (June 3, 3:30) Becomes Sarah Montmorency (June 4) Escapes and becomes Mathilda (15 July, 13:13:03) Reverts to Sarah Montmorency Reverts to Gillian Featherstonehaugh Reverts to Morgana
(13:13:05) Reverts to Mona, (13:13:06) Reverts to Temi,
(13:13:07) Reverts to Sadie
(13:13:11) Reverts to Alex (13:13:12) Reverts to edacted (13:13:13) Reverts to She Who Came First


	Summer of Self-Deprivation







	2019


	Full autobiographical collapse on the train, darling.


	 







– Or something to this extent, I imagined.


*


Whenever we finished a pile of photos it was customary for us to switch. I hoped to find more pictures of Hermia in Agnes’ pile the following morning but did not. I’d been up late going through my own notes, all the scrawlings I’d ever made with regards to my Transfixions, in the hope of finding out where I had come across a mention of Hermia Druitt, but there was nothing. There was nothing on the internet either. It seemed obvious, then, to follow the source of the photographs and I asked Elizabeth/Joan, when she came in from a long lunch, where exactly they had come from.


“How the hell should I know?” she said, looking accosted. “I’ve got enough on my plate.” And then finally after a pause, “The MacSomeone family.”


“Do you think we could get in touch with them?”


“Jesus Christ,” she said, looking up from her computer. “Don’t know, why?”


“I was hoping to find out something about one of the photographs.”


“Right, well it doesn’t really matter as long as we get a few identified and put the rest in order. It’s all going to be done over again by someone else, and then again, and then—”


“But I want to know.”


“Want to know?”


“I really don’t think anyone else will care enough to find out. I have a personal interest.” I hoped this personalisation of the matter might draw her in.


“Right, well...” she picked her phone up and became distracted, so I sat back down. After about five minutes she wandered off, which I took to mean she really wasn’t going to help. I’d already returned to the new batch of photographs, annoyed. Furthermore, this ream of pictures was all family holidays from the 1990s.


“Let’s get going, Mattie, I’m bored to death in here.” Elizabeth/Joan was standing in the doorway, bag in hand. “Agnes, you’re in charge for the rest of the day.”


By the time I’d searched through our neatly organised piles, found the other photograph of Hermia, the one I hadn’t stolen, and made it upstairs, I couldn’t see Elizabeth/ Joan anywhere. I was about to go back down when I spotted her waiting in a taxi across the street, face illuminated by her phone.


“The St. Clairs,” she said to me when I got in, which I took to mean the aforementioned MacSomeones.


The taxi took us west into Chelsea. We were soon sitting in the living room of Emma St. Clair, great grandniece of the people who had donated the photographs. A shadow of acknowledgement passed between Emma and Elizabeth/ Joan, some Old Girls’ cross-generational code; as if they were sizing each other up without really noticing they were doing it.


“I haven’t been to the Portrait Gallery for years you know. Studied art history too.” This was to Elizabeth/Joan, who hadn’t mentioned her education to Emma St. Clair (and Emma was not wrong.) “I have a gallery nearby, just down the road on Linton Street...”


I noticed that Elizabeth/Joan was visibly bristling. It was a look I knew from when she worked on the welcome desk and had urgent gossip that couldn’t be repeated in front of the readers. It was always succulent gossip.


“Now you said there was something I might help with?”


Emma St. Clair didn’t take the photograph from me, but instead stood inspecting it as I held it out. She didn’t speak until my arm was aching.


“Mm. Yes, from what I understand, my father’s uncle and aunt were both very keen amateur photographers. Actually, this must have been donated about twenty years ago. I don’t blame you; we didn’t manage to send these off until about a decade after they died. They were I suppose what you would call bohemian. This was their house. They encountered a few notables of the period. No one really significant in my opinion. A few writers. But mostly what they called the Bright Young People,” she smiled and looked above my head. “That was what they called the smart set in those days, what you might call the fashio—”


“Yes, Mathilda’s working on a book on the period.”


“Oh, are you?” she said. “Who for?”


“Just a small independent press.”


Again, I saw Elizabeth/Joan become excited as if she couldn’t wait to get out and talk.


“Well, there are a few papers and things. Much had to be disposed of in the end. Countless diaries. Only kept a couple. If I can find them I’ll be in touch. It’s a shame really, but we just didn’t have the space,” and she gestured to the room as if to suggest this were really, after all, only a poky old place. She paused in a way that made me look up. Yes, she was staring at me. And as if deducing my thoughts she said,


“Did you know Chelsea used to be considered awfully disreputable?”


“Yes I did, actually.”


“Oh?”


In the taxi on the way back to the archive, Elizabeth/Joan was unusually quiet, by which is meant she wasn’t even looking at her phone, for her a silent, purer form of chatter. She had her face inclined towards the window but clearly wasn’t looking out of it. I couldn’t imagine any morsel of gossip about Helen St. Clair that would put her into such a state.


At last at bursting point, she turned to me and practically shouted,


“So you’re not actually working on a biography are you?”


“What?”


“I mean you’re not actually doing research for a biography are you?”


Even the driver looked at me via the mirror in anticipation.


“Well, I suppose it’s not technically a biography, no.”


“But you’re not working on anything. Fuck all! You told me you were doing a biography for a university press; you just told her it was for an independent one. And that’s not the only thing you’ve made up.”


I was surprised she’d listened to anything I’d told her. And though I could have easily smoothed out this apparent contradiction, could have said it was an independent university-affiliated press and thus the same thing, I saw from a look in her that it would ultimately be useless and she in turn caught my resignation.


“I knew it!”


“But I am doing research of a—”


“—because you’re the same as Agnes,” she was saying volubly, and when I did not reply, still trying to figure out what she meant (hoping the answer was not, “Black!”), she said, “one of the Necrophiles! They like to come in and stare and stare. We’re a magnet for them. Not working on books, not researching anything in particular. And I always wondered what exactly it was they get out of it because the idea of voluntarily staring at pictures of dead people you don’t know all day... So I call them the Necrophiles, which if you think about it can also mean love of the dead, or dead things, in a non-sexual way. It’s an addiction, like social media addiction but it hasn’t been pathologised. Of course, they’re usually older, and whiter, than you. I think they’re usually quite lonely people too. Anyway, it’s actually one of the reasons I got you and Agnes to volunteer.”


But I knew exactly the type she meant. Arcadians gone awry. It was alarming hearing myself lumped in with the kind of nostalgic, heritage-loving nationalist who liked to gaze at old images of Old England and ache about how it was all so much better. I did not lust away for ages gone by; in that way. I said so.


“I don’t get the impression Agnes does either.”


“Yes, I know, but you’re both a different category of Necrophile.”


Elizabeth/Joan had already decided she would take the rest of the day off but dropped me back at the archive on her way to a friend.


Agnes’ things were still there but she must have gone to lunch, so after returning the photo to its pile, I did the same. On returning, instead of Agnes, I was met by the sight of James, sitting at our desk, going through a pile of photographs we had completed.


“Some of these dates are way out,” he said without looking up.


“We’ve gone through them all properly, at least twice.”


“This one for example,” he said, and it was the picture of Hermia, the one I‘d just put back. “Yes, look: one of you has put ‘circa 1920’ on the sheet but it’s obviously no more than 30 years old. Black and white, maybe even an old camera, but contemporary. Eliza should have been clear that you’re not to put down dates unless you’re absolutely certain.”


“But we were all absolutely certain.”


Obviously, they were all in costume, and Rex Whistler and Tennant, the two figures of recognised significance, were somewhat less identifiable, but I was sure it was them. Not to mention that I’d seen several hundred other Ottoline Morrell photographs.


“Doesn’t matter, they would have been corrected anyway, but it makes more work. I’m back to the main site so I may as well take this pile with me.”


*


Black card with copper ink




Ardizzoni





(Image is from a small enamel of an unknown sitter on the back of an 18th-century silver hairbrush. First seen on a postcard from an Italian village museum. (Postcard found in London.) A figure in green velvet with gold threading, powdered grey hair. I suspect it to be Ardizzoni.)




Span: mid-18th-century


Memorabilia: Minor castrato singer and composer. Minor at least in that there is little information on him. Was called ‘the Moor’, perhaps because of African descent, though this has been disputed (even though he obviously was) as there are cases of this appellation being given to white Europeans with dark complexions, or in at least one case for successfully playing Othello.


Wrote an unsuccessful opera based on the life of Saint Christina the Astonishing, the 12th-century saint who awoke during her funeral and flew up into the rafters because the stench of sin became too unbearable. Spent much of her saintly life living in trees and throwing herself into fires, which had no effect on her.


Beyond this, next to nothing is known of Ardizzoni.


Sensations: Nocturnal gilding coats the bones.





*


I couldn’t remember where some of my really obscure Transfixions came from. They appeared following obsessive, whirlwind nights. I would emerge with a name or a face or even a full Transfixion card and would not always be able to find the source later. A book I could never relocate, a web page looked at on a library computer, search history gone the next day. I’d try and follow the thought chain that got me there. With some I even questioned if they were cusp-of-sleep confections, dredged up the next morning as truth. Were my Transfixions not, at least in part, vessels for something else? Did it matter if they had been real people?


My recognising Hermia’s name was because I’d come across it in one of these forgotten whirlwinds.


I’d found it at last—a note, rather cryptic; almost like a message to myself from the future, though it was over a year old. I had texted it to my own number whilst researching one of my other Transfixions without paper to hand, even then feeling Hermia might be a figure of interest.





Hermia druitt p 147 drawing the circ parker


It was at the British Library, so I went that afternoon wearing Grace’s clothes in case I was recognised by any of the Escaped-from (in particular the group who knew me as Mona, an aspiring academic.)


Drawing the Circle, History of the Modernist Clique by Edna Parker was, as the title suggested, a work tracing various overlapping British cultural circles such as the Bloomsbury Group, the Mayfair Set, The Bright Young People, The Corrupt Coterie, The Neopagans, The Souls and so on. The section I had taken note of was a quote from a woman attending a garden party in London. The guest had no particular connection to any of the other literary attendees, but was taken aback by the appearance of one:




[...] a woman—“the Negress of Dun” called Hermia Druitt. And how should I describe her parasol? An arboreal affair—a delicate branch, still with the green shooting out of it, and yet the handle, if it can be called that, the bough, then, carved to smooth delicacy—as if she’d lopped it from the tip of a pine or something equally coniferous that morning… The light shot through it and dappled her commendably [...]





The author of Drawing the Circle had selected this passage because of its use in illustrating some of the party antics that went on during this time, but also to illustrate the wide range of people that one might encounter (in other words, not all white.) Parker noted that she had not had the opportunity to view the original source of this account, a letter, but had found it by way of another book. It was called Black Modernisms by a Professor Helena Morgan.


Nothing on the internet. When I entered the title into the search catalogue, however, it was there. Some hours later I was told they couldn’t find it. “Perhaps it never actually made its way to us. It’s quite rare but not unheard-of.” They suggested I try the Bodleian, but after checking various major and minor library catalogues it was obvious nowhere held a copy. I proceeded to track down Professor Morgan. Dead. I had ignored the obituary that came up whenever I searched her name, presuming it was one of the other Helena Morgans that kept waylaying my searches. I sent out two dozen emails to possible associates, including the publisher. I then turned my attention back to Hermia and tried searching for the “Negress of Dun,” and then “Dun,” which was apparently a small town somewhere in Europe. The top search results were monopolised by commercial links. The first, a corporate retreat, the next, Gray & Dun Solicitors. Both obviously scams.





 


 




From Marseille to Untergrainau (Garmisch)





For “a Jewess and a Negress,” we did very well indeed.


An American gentleman and his wife objected to H.’s presence on the train (always these Americans abusing her!) and there was nothing we could do but leave. And we left without reimbursing our tickets. Consequently found ourselves stranded in a Swiss town with our mountain of cases and pecuniary abyss. We had no right in coming in the first place, but came anyway since Stephen had offered, insisted, to pay for our journey home and everything when there, if only we just hurry, for the excitement was too much. But we regretted it then because it was clear we would not make it.


Left the luggage at the station and made our way to the town to find a Poste or hotel where we might wire somebody or avail ourselves of a telephone.


Then it began. Children, running towards her, shouting, “Josephine! Josephine!” which I could only take to mean they had somehow confused H. with Josephine Baker. Soon half the town had gathered, asking for autographs. And as for Hermia, she of course—as usual dressed for the opera, Paris, 1889—just smiled imperiously at everyone until we were invited into the hotel by a gentleman—the local rake—and had no trouble entering (by the front entrance, which, H. tells me, is not always afforded to even the real Josephine.) He fed us Swiss wine and cheese and white cakes and spoke at great length and with great pride about the town and his position in it (very wealthy, but practically a schoolboy, he could not have been more than twenty) all without discerning—though they hardly look anything alike—who H. was not. Perhaps he did not care. But before we knew it, he had a gramophone brought down to the lounge from his rooms and played Josephine Baker! Of course then H. had to sing. It was obvious what she would do—act the petulant songstress, become insulted and he would let off. But no. She began to sing! She sang opera, Donizetti—the rake positively had tears in his eyes and I thought was about to propose but the hotel manager came through and, when we relayed our troubles, we were given rooms for the night and escorted the next day to the station by the little rake and the manager and an entire party from the town, some handing us flowers. The station master was then ‘gotten on to’, who in turn got onto the conductor. We were seated first class and in such a manner went on our merry way to Haus Hirth with no trouble at all. Dizzying how it can fall with H.— the reception: either mirth or calamity dependent on something fickle, infinitesimal—the way the light hits her, and she in turn reacts, means princess or criminal, Josephine Baker or servant. We had less worry about staying here at Haus Hirth, for Stephen told us there was another guest already there, “a young German lady with Tahitian blood” who is treated very well.


H. sleeps now.


Stephen—who has met Josephine Baker—was mesmerised by this tale and made us recite it to the hostess here, a woman they call Tante Johanna, and her husband, who have turned their house into a sort of hotel, and who, to their credit, clapped and cheered all the way through like children and also put on a Josephine Baker record.


I fear Stephen will not pay our return so that we might make more stories of this kind for his amusement. I imagine he thinks it all easy and cannot envisage the harm in it. Tomorrow, however, we make a trip to Munich where he will spend a small fortune on us from the sound of things.


So you see, we are doing very well indeed, all things considering.


Haus Hirth, Untergrainau Jan 1928





 


 


Grace came home early. She was there when I got back from the library. Transfixion papers, books, makeup, clothes and fake diamonds were strewn throughout the flat from the previous few days. She was chopping a green pepper and came close to throwing the knife on sight of me letting myself in, but quickly realised who I was.


She said I could stay until next month if I needed, since that was what had been agreed and she wouldn’t be home much. But I saw instantly that it would be hellish living with her.


As if to consolidate this there was a tap at the kitchen window and Christian & Tom + Eleanor came in holding tubs for dinner.


“Sadie! What are you doing here?” they said, as if they didn’t already know I had been staying here.


“Sadie?” Grace said. “Oh, sorry for some reason I thought you were a Mathilda. Of all the names! Where did I get that from? What am I like.”


I felt the involuntary metamorphosis begin—the reversion. It was exactly the sort of thing I most dreaded, the sort of occurrence that suspends you forever in a momentary guise. A guise selected itself for a previous Escape. I had to vanish.


“Anyway, yes, an old friend of mine was supposed to housesit. Dropped out last minute and suggested Sadie. I didn’t really have the time to read the emails properly.”


“Who was the friend?” Christian said to me, unable to filter out the suspicious tenor in his voice.


“Oh, Jack...” I said. “Winsome. Only an acquaintance really.”


“Brave, Grace, letting people you don’t know stay!” said Eleanor.


“Is it brave?” said Grace. “Better that than burgled. Anyway, how do you all know Sadie?”


After we finished Christian & Tom + Eleanor’s meal:


“Actually, Sadie, here’s an idea, why not let Grace get settled back in and stay with us for a couple of days? You could bring your stuff over and meet us there in half an hour. As a matter of fact, this is ideal: Alex and everyone will be round tomorrow. You haven’t seen them for aeons, have you?”


*


I’d forgotten to leave the spare keys but could not go back.


Once packed, instead of heading to Christian & Tom + Eleanor’s, I veered left, towards one of the pedestrian walkways that led to the river, where, if I walked far enough along for an hour, or an hour and a half with the suitcase, I would come to another complex. Unlike the complex I’d just left, this scheme had remained officially uninhabited for fifteen years. I thought about it daily since first coming to stay at The Wreath, though I’d tried not to dwell on its relative proximity.


It was there that Malachi, and various other young men, lived ‘rent free’ with permission from the owner. A private agreement that would possibly make the news if exposed. Malachi had initially only described the setup to me in the vaguest of terms, but I was able to infer that the owner made money through the ‘non-paying residents’ by means of an app. The app was a highly secure invite-only app on which customers of presumably significant wealth were able to book Malachi and the occupants, the isolated location making the whole thing highly convenient for all. The occupants received payment for their work straight to their accounts, the bulk of it going to the owner who’d replicated this arrangement and variants of it internationally. It was apparently ideal for hoarding empty properties before selling them.


They had been admonished by the owner after throwing a couple of parties in the early days.


“He turned up in person, with security. Not what you would imagine. Not much older than us, looking like a Silicon Valley hack; bit dated, but still. Anyway, said we’re ‘property guardians first, sex workers second.’ Those words exactly.”


Malachi told me this the first time I’d been here, two years ago.


This second visit was solely down to the fact that Christian & Tom + Eleanor’s invitation to stay with them for a couple of days meant, of course, that I would be unable to take Grace up on her offer to stay on.


Even if I had been able to stay I would not. It was clear to me Grace’s surprise about my name was staged; the four of them had discussed me as soon as Grace got back, and Christian & Tom + Eleanor had gone home to observe my return. Which meant an undesirable collision was in motion: the collision of two Escapes.


It was with Malachi I engineered my first Escape. We had come to the concept intuitively. With each Escape, as I saw it, I was brought closer to my Transfixions, each vanishing act pulling me towards the unknown source of an ache first felt years ago—that made me writhe around one day on the black-barred balcony of a grey tower, white towels draped over for privacy, sky copper green and seeming to reflect somewhere else. Somewhere Arcadian; perhaps a garden with charming people. Though it was, of course, only that sly old aesthetic fascism preventing this sky from belonging to the view from that tower, to that particular flat even, where it would still be possible to find blood dried on walls after the years, perhaps a few fresh smudges since departure. We did not want to become people hollowed out by generations of too much bad labour into leaving other people’s blood on the walls. Generation after generation of unused froth and frivolity would be finally uncorked in us! The classic impetus of working-class queer kidz fleeing the conformity and violence of a literal or metaphorical ‘small town’, seeking queer and glittering new horizons, was turned into something else. Our escapes sent into overdrive.


The idea was that by disappearing from the in-essential elements of one’s own life, whatever they might be, you would inevitably be brought closer to the essential: a sublime self-subtraction. Thus, we spent years together self-constructing in private. Burnishing jewels that were already there and transplanting ones that seemingly had no place. This was crucial to our Escape, we decided, and was a betrayal only of our immediate circumstance, of incidentals, and not in any way a denial of who we were. The palace-bred insolence we cultivated came so naturally it could hardly be called cultivation.


Our notion of what we might launch into was hazy and we constructed ourselves mostly from books and period dramas (my influence.) Like Europeans in a Henry James, we would be creatures of genteel penury, full of education, artifice, a little vampiric, duping all the dull rich people around us. Except we were Black, except were poor, except we were basically self-taught (by their standards), except we were infinitely more subtle and fabulous, as far as we were concerned.


Once set, we conducted in tandem the self-extraction from our given lives. Our first and only joint Escape. And almost magically, it worked. We had been lucky. Spindlelimbed, ganache-skinned, very young, we had been palatable enough at that moment to scale the heights of a group so far removed from where we had just come from that we became dizzy.


One of the first things Malachi and I learnt was that, as miserly as they are, rich people will happily prop up their own kind for years. If they, however, discover they are suspending someone not of their own kind, unwittingly dangling them by a thread, they will start to feel charitable, which is one of their most violent and short-lived states; giddy with benevolence, they soon feel indebted beyond all possible recompense—but it is not this that does it. They finally become obsessed with the knowledge of this dangling, not truly convinced anyone they know could actually have no safety net, and so they cut the thread.


It was after such a cutting, our first fall, we ‘realised’ (with the fatalism of two tragedians) that we would eventually have to Escape one another in order to really achieve the psychological break needed to live anew. Therefore, we decided (with the same fatalism) that we could only see each other three more times or the Grand Escape would be ineffective.


One problem with this way of living was that money could become suddenly difficult. Malachi was much better at this than I. Better at orchestrating new contacts, new groups to launch into whilst disappearing from the old ones. But also able to do things like forging all the necessary documents to get, say, housing benefits without a tenancy agreement (or accompanying ‘house’), or a student loan without a degree.


Before I approached Malachi’s building, I saw a young man in a long white coat strutting along a canal boat with blue lights flashing on it and music faintly audible over the water. He didn’t seem to notice me, but I guessed he was from Malachi’s complex. I shouted to him and he shouted back but we couldn’t hear one another.


I stood at the centre of the pale cement courtyard around which the bulk of flats were arranged, trying to remember which one Malachi’s was. Though built a year or two before, this complex was not at all like The Wreath. It was one of the loveliest places I’d ever seen.


I thought I saw a light go off as I looked around, and then another. It might be the case that they had left; it had, after all, been two years.


Then a light went on and someone leaned over the balcony.


“Morgana?” he said, tentatively.


“Mathilda,” I said.


Malachi appreciated the significance of my problem with an immediacy I hadn’t known for two years. We had both discussed this sort of complication during our last meeting (of which we’d one each, and a third for whoever needed it first.)


Generally, most groups will let you slip away, and out of memory. They will forget you, largely. This does not apply to certain relationships, of course, but concerns those friendships conducted en masse; groups socialised with jointly. Every so often, however, there are individuals who will prevent this easy passage. Not because they remotely like you, or even dislike you, but because they experience a dissonance in the occurrence of an Escape, and, whether consciously or not, wish to stop it. It was a phenomenon both Malachi and I had observed separately.


I thought about it in terms of grand archetypes: that going back for centuries, millennia, there were untold Tom & Christian + Eleanors, there to put an end to movement of the kind we pursued. Immemorial gaolers.


Malachi spoke about it differently: things that rose up in systems automatically when trying to leave those systems, in the form of people’s subconscious acts: “Unwitting antibodies of the Totality.” At first it all sounded like rehashed Foucault. Ersatz deconstruction. But as he expanded, rambled, I felt the sleek and slightly distressing fin of authenticity glide and cut beneath us.


That said, I’d noted how conspiratorial he had become during our last meeting and put it down to his admittedly astonishing living arrangement. Now he even looked the part in shades of black and slate, dreads the colour of hummingbirds and oxidised metal. There was something faintly militaristic about his appearance, Panther-ish—not in imitation, but a material kiss blown back through history. It soon became evident he also lived the part—Queer Black liberation fighter from distant cybertopia—with three imposing monitors and two laptops on his desk, not to mention his coming and going from the houses of actual oligarchs and politicians, whenever they didn’t visit him here.


We enjoyed and often played up our central difference: I was the Arcadian, he the Utopian. I the fantasist, he the futurist.


“Afrofuturist,” he said.


He was never truly partial to drugs, but on rare occasions, such as our previous two meetings, brought out a light blue powder.


After we had some that night we went to the canal boat and danced with the person in the long coat I had shouted at who turned out to be Malachi’s boyfriend, Sirhan. He played music and we strutted up and down the boat and I was delighted that Malachi knew such a light and shimmering person as this. The sky swelled and was slightly violet; the river glowed and heaved dull pearl slabs.


Later, waking in his room, I looked out the window where a car the colour of black atrium glass rolled along, before Malachi got in the back and it drove away.


I used one of his laptops to search for Hermia. There again was the business retreat which appeared whenever I typed in “Dun”. But I had stopped typing in Dun altogether by this point when it came up. I couldn’t later remember what it was I had searched for, what combination of words. Something containing ‘Hermia Druitt.’


When I opened the page, I was met by the bright yellow screen.


Please complete the questions below and press submit for application to the Dun Residency.


It looked more like some kind of conceptual artists’ residency than a business retreat. In fact, I wasn’t sure what had ever made me think of that. There was not much information, as if they expected you to know about the whole thing from elsewhere, but there was a mention of a stipend in Euros and free accommodation, so I applied. I had once, through an old friend, attended a weeklong artists’ residency in Bognor Regis with free meals. The only problem had been passing as an artist, but as it happened, the general research my Transfixions required made it look like I was working on a project.


What do you think about the rising prominence of Dotage Conduct and how would you best make use of it, if selected?


Still feeling the purr of Malachi’s blue powder, I typed a five-page answer, discussing Dotage Conduct, whatever it was. I wrote about the limits of Dotage and how my own personal lack of it would buffer me from a true lack of Dotage which inevitably arises from a prominence of the stuff, then pressed submit.


Thank you for applying to the Dun Residence 2009.


It was several years old. I almost threw the laptop across the room until I remembered it was Malachi’s, so I carefully slammed it shut and fell back asleep.


I awoke to my phone ringing; a private number.


It was Malachi. He had arranged somewhere for me to stay.


“It’s only three weeks, sorry...” he said, “...but a taxi will come and get you in about an hour, so keep a lookout; it’s been paid for already.”


It was, I knew, the best he could do, short of having me stay with him, which would prove disastrous for him as well as me if he got caught.


And we both knew that it would be a concession to failure; an admission that we were ultimately doomed to no Escape at all, assigned to the drabness that underlies everything.


The taxi stopped outside.


As children we would frequently pass The Southwark Lodge, a disreputable local bed and breakfast that, on account of it being in a large Victorian building and a ‘hotel’, we invested with untold Old-World glamour. It became a site of great interest for us though we had never been inside, until we turned nine or ten and spent weeks saving up money, acquiring our outfits, in order to visit The Lodge café in the guise of the children of West African dignitaries taking tea.


Inside was no different to any commercial chain of cheap hotel.


“So this is what they call a ‘Palm Court’ then is it, darling?”


We sat imperiously drinking our tea in the café cum reception area from small steel pots, which we thought were pure silver, babbling loudly about our fictional embassy parents:


“Oh, I can’t think where mother is, darling, can you?”


“I cannot think myself, darling, but then you know she always takes so long putting on all that fur and all those diamond brooches!”


“Yes, that must be it, the brooches!”


“By the way, have you heard of the illustrious chocolatier, Elizabeth Shaw?”


“I cannot say that I have, but you know I’ve always preferred the consumption of caviar to the eating of chocolates.”


“Oh, me too, me too, I cannot lie!”


*


On mottled cream card with green ink




Lola Montez aka Eliza Gilbert, aka the Countess of Landsfeld





(Image—daguerreotype of Montez holding a thin tapering whip, wearing a cloak and a sort of tricorn hat; arm resting against a fake column looking generally formidable, by Antoine Samuel Adam-Saloman)




Span: 17 February 1821—17 January 1861


Memorabilia: After a childhood spent terrorising school teachers, churches and all other aspects of her respectable upbringing, Eliza Gilbert became Mrs. James when she eloped to India with a lieutenant whom she in turn fled to establish herself as a dancer under the name Lola Montez. Travelling across Europe, she whipped a Prussian officer from atop her horse in Berlin, produced a gun when the chief of police in Warsaw tried to detain her (instigating an immediate riot), whilst in Paris she became a luminary in artistic circles, adored by George Sands and Liszt, before moving on to Munich, where she met King Ludwig I Bavaria and not long after was made the Countess of Landsfeld and Baroness Rosenthal. Montez’s political influence became such that right-wing mobs rioted against her and in answer a group of students formed under the name of Alemannia to defend her. Presiding over this group, the Countess was seen whipping back crowds of detractors before taking refuge in the church of the Theatines. Following this, she was exiled, eventually travelling to America where she became a lecturer and the first woman pictured smoking. Lectured on various topics such as ‘Heroines of History’ and the Romans. Later plotted part-time to become the Empress of California whilst helping destitute women.


After her death, a member of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, the occult society based in London, used a letter to authenticate the Order. The letter purported to be from Anna Sprengel, a Rosicrucianist and supposed daughter of Montez (by King Ludwig), living in Germany. Later, a woman appeared in London claiming to be Anna Sprengel. The head of the order believed her, but she was eventually arrested for fraud.





Back:




Sensation: Thick pane of bevelled ruby through which is viewed a landscape, possibly the landscape is painted; euphoria in twinges as if experienced through moving slits.





*


Elizabeth/Joan was fired from the archives. She took me to dinner to celebrate, at somewhere of my choice. I chose a restaurant in Soho knowing this had once been the Gargoyle Club owned by Stephen Tennant’s brother.


Apparently, our trip to Chelsea had set in motion various disasters. After leaving Helen St. Clair’s house, “the conniving fucker was straight on the phone to the National Portrait Gallery.”


“They put old Helen through to the archives; eventually to the Chief Archivist who was told that two members of staff had come around uninvited, and she was made to feel ‘seriously uncomfortable’, and that there had been ‘a degree of unprofessionalism’.”


She told me James the Jobsworth had been in the office at the time of the call and was very happy to answer all the Chief Archivist’s questions, such as, “Who on earth could the other member of staff have been?” This led to the exposure of Elizabeth/Joan’s many examples of self-initiative, including sending expense sheets to the finance team for Agnes and me.


“Maybe the whole thing would have resulted in a smack on the wrist, but James made it clear that something should be done, and the Chief Archivist couldn’t be seen not following the rules.


“There was a big meeting, it was hilarious. Human Resources were there and the Gallery Director was there. All for me. They were all lovely, actually, and one of them was even good friends with Toby-Dog,” by which she meant her mother, Faustina. “But there was nothing they could do, and they had to let me go. And, of course, it goes without saying that both you and Agnes are banned forever—they probably can’t stop you going to the exhibitions etcetera, but you know, from the archives.”


She took the whole thing with a kind of good humour. That it was through helping me she had been caught out did not enter into her logic of accountability (she was in a good mood)—Big Consequences brought her to life, whether they were hers or someone else’s. I was angry, not because Elizabeth/Joan had lost her job, or even because of this ban, but because of the end of my and Agnes’ expenses. I had no income for the foreseeable future, unable to access benefits—even Malachi couldn’t have assisted with this had I been able to contact him. I was also being pursued by a credit company with a ghoulish Latin-sounding name; something like Indictus.


I wondered what would happen if I threw myself at the mercy of Elizabeth/Joan, or perhaps Agnes, since they were the only remaining contacts I had. I wondered how Elizabeth/Joan would react and remembered that in her own strange world she had probably made herself feel benevolent in making us work for her. Patron Saint of Necrophiles.


Certainly, at one moment during the lunch, I was sure I felt something pass between us, some vital bridge appear— appear and then fade, and I knew my opportunity to continue any friendship had come to an end. Already now I could see myself becoming history. Her glare adjusted to the future. She had a new job already.


“Where?”


“Oh, that’s the really funny thing; I’m going to be working at Helen St. Clair’s gallery.”


“What the fuck, Eliza?”


“Well, after all that uproar it turns out old Toby-Dog helped out Helen once, with some kind of art inheritance scandal—I knew from the moment we walked in. So when Helen St. Clair realised she knew my mother she couldn’t apologise enough and asked if I needed a job because she was looking for a gallery manager. I’ll be running the gallery day to day, putting on exhibitions, scouting artists—much more suited to me than the archives actually. I went back today to get my things and thought, good riddance!


“Mathilda, when I was leaving some friends of yours were outside asking after you. I think an Ellie and a Christian and someone else? Except they called you Sadie and when I said I didn’t know anyone called that, they described you. They said they were worried,” she looked away as if distracted.


“Sadie?”


Now she was watching me like on that first day—as if I could not see her back, except now she looked mildly impressed.


*


About a week later as I was checking my emails on The Lodge guest computer, there was one from Elizabeth@stclairsgallery.co.uk entitled JEEZ LOUISE. It contained no message but a link to an article, the headline of which was, Jamaican Pensioner Questioned for Threatening Major British Galleries, and followed,




Jamaican pensioner Agnes Pantal was detained yesterday morning after a major public cultural institute contacted the police. The gallery claims to have received a number of threatening letters from the eighty-two-year-old dating back over twenty years, and after further investigation other galleries, including the Tate Britain and the National Gallery, have also had similar correspondences. Miss Pantal has reportedly accused these galleries of “withholding significant works by black artists pertaining to the historical presence of ‘the African diaspora in Europe”. Miss Pantal visited the gallery headquarters in person after not receiving a response and the gallery expressed concern for Miss Pantal’s health: “We have to take all threats, implicit or otherwise, seriously, and sadly had no choice but to contact the police.”





It went on to say that Agnes (who was of Haitian descent, not Jamaican), had been released with a warning.


*


All I can recall of the week at The Lodge following the email from Elizabeth/Joan is being in a kind of Hermia-trance. I would read over the passage about her that I’d copied out. I would recite it in my mint-hued box room, the television murmuring along. I would look at the photograph for hours, a certain detail (the rings over the chain-mail gloves) would send me careering, only for my eyes to refocus, be taken by another aspect (Stephen’s necklace) and cloud over again. I would go down to the lobby and search the internet for any reference to Hermia Druitt until another guest needed to use the computer.


Really, the full severity of my situation never dawned. Only once did I wake up feeling pure dread: the realisation that I would have nowhere to sleep in a matter of days. I had managed this for just under a week, primarily by sleeping on buses and the tube, before being able to pick up the keys to housesit for Grace. One day on the underground, I woke to a man about to sit next to me even though the whole carriage was empty. I flashed an antique dagger I’d been carrying just for this purpose. He turned and got off.


More immediate than any of this, however, was the realisation my Escape was over and that it was time to return to the world that had been so painstakingly constructed for me.


That this dread came only once and in the middle of sleep was fortuitous. I would have been rendered insensate by it. Other than this episode I was too Transfixion-addled to care.


It was on the Monday of the third week that my phone started ringing. I wasn’t fully awake when I answered.


“Hello? Miss Adaramola? Hi! We received your application for the Dun Residency,” said a soft-spoken German man. I remembered the yellow screen: Thank you for applying for the Dun Residency 2009.


“Very last minute of you, but we are conscious of the reality that some potential applicants were only recently made aware of the deadline and I have to give everybody a fair chance. It was an enticing application though not without some alarm bells. I’ll be clear with you, someone has been unable to take up their place and I’m contacting shortlisted candidates. Can you give any indication of why the programme appeals to you?”


I cannot remember what I said. Something I imagined sounded suitably diffuse for a conceptual art programme. The man thanked me and was gone. Had that been the end of it, I might have thought the whole thing a dream, but within the hour my phone bleated, and the man was telling me I had been accepted, and that I should book transport within the next week.


“I’m afraid I don’t have the funds.”


“We may be able to reimburse you by making a small increase to your stipend.”
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