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The mind isn’t just inside the body — it’s projecting reality itself.

The past could be rewritten.

The future already exists.

And time is nothing but a trick of consciousness.

Walter Russell – 1921

––––––––
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“What if our universe started out as not quite real, a sort of illusion... and God, out of love and kindness   

for us, is slowly transmuting it, slowly and secretly, into something real?”

P K Dick

How to build a universe (1978, 1985).

––––––––
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Adventures come to the adventurous, and mysterious things fall in the way of those who, with wonder 

and imagination, are on the watch for them; but the majority of people go past the doors that are half 

ajar, thinking them closed, and fail to notice the faint stirrings of the great curtain that hangs ever in 

the form of appearances between them and the world of causes behind.

Algernon Blackwood

The Insanity of Jones (1907)
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Chapter 1 
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AFTER THE FALL

I know now how fragile reality is, and it’s too painful to think about. Random change, and total reconfiguration can happen anytime. That’s the pivotal phrase: any time. 

Like when Maggie announced she’d fallen in love with an ex-boyfriend from her schooldays. She came across him on Facebook. I didn’t even say anything in response: I was numb with shock. But that wasn’t everything. She turned the kids against me too. That’s an incredible achievement: like a murderer convincing the jury it was the corpse that did it. There was wreckage all around me. I thought my family home was a fortress, but it was just a house of cards. After decades of married life, I was out. The architect-designed house in the New England clapperboard style I had commissioned and built on Shoreham Beach wasn’t home for me anymore. I was out. I needed a different home.

Years ago, London was my home. It’s where I was born, where I grew up, where I went to school, where I had my first love. If I had to reconstruct myself, I could do worse than going back there. So, that’s what I did. 

It was soon after that when I experienced another kind of change, one that came upon me quietly, insidiously, soundlessly: a metaphysical reconfiguration. I’ll come back to that soon.

The great thing about being a writer is that you can play God with your creations to change whatever you want to. It’s your world, you made it. Just like the real world, where it’s God who plays God. It’s his creation, he can change what he likes. But, as I soon discovered, he’s not the only one who can.

I chose a hotel near Russell Square as my staging post to set out to find a half-decent, two-bedroom flat in north London. I was hoping it wouldn’t burn up most of my share of the sale of the house. It was near that hotel that I came across the person who left a deep impression on me. Everything about him was strange, even the way he dressed. But once he began to talk, you forgot everything and were caught up by the fire that burned in him. When I first set eyes on him, it made me shudder. He had awakened in me a profound sense of horror, and I didn’t even know why. I suppose I was experiencing a pre-conscious sensation, a primordial awareness, of being in the presence of a shadowy force completely beyond my understanding. 

In fact, things started to get weird the day before I met him, when I experienced a kind of ripple in the fabric of reality. I was sitting at a table in the oak-panelled bar of my hotel, which doubles up as an Indian restaurant. During the day it’s never very full. I’d had my breakfast twenty minutes earlier, in the main dining area, at the back of the lobby. Coffee, toast and a fry up. My fifth breakfast, after my fifth night. I wanted to read the match report, but I had left the newspaper in my room, and I couldn’t be bothered to go up to get it. So, there I was, sitting alone at my table with my glass of sparkling water, trying to forget about the empty shell of my life. 

In the bar, to my right, just above head height was a TV running BBC News, with the volume turned off. It was a sign-language edition, featuring a man in a blue suit standing to the right in an inset column. He was doing all sorts of gestures: making fists and flapping his hands as if his life depended on it. The subtitles said there had been a general disapproval of the incoming US President’s choice for Secretary of Defence. This item was immediately followed by a man watching an orange Panda rolling on the grass. Is that really the next most newsworthy thing they could find?

I was the only customer in that large, brown marble and leatherette space. Some men behind me chatted in an Indian accent. They were probably the managers. On the window ledges there were a series of brown plastic pots containing what looked like inverted roots, or bare branches, painted white. Tiny fairy lights were hanging from them, a reminder that Christmas was only a few weeks away. Soft funk music filled the air, but it wasn’t intrusive; more like warm drizzle – I could ignore it, for the most part. I took a sip of fizzy water and looked at my watch. Just two hours before I was to meet Derek.

I set off early. The pub was a short walk from my hotel. Passing the elegant Gordon and Woburn Squares, I came across the brutalist, glass and concrete seventies buildings, where my friends had done their teaching diplomas. I remember we saw the Average White Band in the main hall. Years later, that same room became a regular venue for The UK International Comic Book Convention, which I attended for several years.  Soon after I graduated, I took some script samples there to show to American publishers, and I was hired by Bob Spielman, editor of Roxette Comics. That gave me my break. A few years later, after I’d built up a bit of a reputation among comic book cognoscenti (mostly spotty adolescents), I was invited to be part of the panel along with a select group of other industry professionals. That’s all history. Those sorts of events don’t happen in there anymore. 

Just past that complex is the big Waterstones bookstore (I still think of it as Dillons), and behind that, on the side street, is RADA, with its excellent canteen. All these familiar places sparked up pleasant memories which were very quickly snuffed out by the gradual realisation that ordinarily, wouldn’t phase me. Nothing is ordinary anymore.

In the pub I bought myself a pint and sat down on a tall stall at the back to make few notes in my journal. It felt good to be doing that again. I never wrote a word in Shoreham. Meanwhile, “The Harder They Come”, was blasting out of a bunch of box speakers fixed to the top of six flat wooden columns, between the windows. There was a huge, portrait-shaped framed picture on the oak-panelled wall behind my right shoulder. I noticed as I walked over that it was a late-autumn country scene, featuring a group of redcoat soldiers on horseback in their tricornered hats. I was reminded of the film Barry Lyndon. There were nine of us in there, other than the barman, spread out around this large, L-shaped space. At a table near me, by a window, two middle-aged men were talking about repairing Georgian terraced houses. They were trying to outdo the other in their knowledge of technical detail. 

Through the massive, portrait shaped windows ahead of me I saw the two large Peabody apartment blocks across the road. A chunky African rhythm took over from Jimmy Cliff. At the far corner of the street opposite sat a perfectly coiffured, blond girl of about thirty, in a thick fur jacket, typing away on a small laptop. Directly ahead of me, in the space between me and the laptop girl, a handsome Indian couple sat at a tall table. A narrow wooden column appeared to divide them, from my perspective. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Just then, the girl in the fur coat folded up her laptop and started to leave. This must have been a working lunch for her. As she exited, Derek came in, squeezing past her through the door she’d opened. I watched him strolled over, taking off his much-used, black, Breton, wool, fisherman's cap. His dreadlocks flopped out, and he hung his Crombie coat over the back of a chair and dropped his brown, floppy briefcase on another chair. 

“Hey, Mike,” he said. “Sorry I’m late. You look terrible.”

It’s exactly the kind of greeting I was expecting, and it was good to hear.

“Cheers,” I said. “I’ll put my makeup on later. What are you drinking, you bastard?” 

I came back from the bar with a pint of Guinness, and I threw a badly illustrated, fold-out, laminated menu onto the table. After studying it with his chin resting on his palm, Derek eventually asked, “What’s the haddock and chips like?” 

I told him that’s what I was having. Then we went over to order at the bar and came back to our table. 

“How’s everything with you?” he asked, while leaning over to the other seat to pull a comic book out of his bag and handing it over to me. I started flicking through the pages. 

“Obviously, the life change has floored me. God knows what she’s playing at... but it’s done. I don’t want to go into all that. The main thing is, I’m doing my best to try to sort myself out, get a new life together. Just by staying in this area has cheered me up. I love it around here. But it’s chewing up my bank balance. I can’t stay in that hotel forever.” 

“But you got your share of the house sale, didn’t you?”

“Oh yeah. She didn’t stiff me on that, so I have to be grateful. But I don’t want to blow it all on hotel bills. Anyway, maybe my worries on that will be resolved soon, because I’m seeing a flat in Muswell Hill tomorrow.”

“Muswell Hill? Oh, right. That’s your neck of the woods, isn’t it?” 

“Yep. I’d love to live round there again and...”  Just then, it dawned on me that the drawing and inking in Derek’s comic was impressive. 

“Wow, this is good. Christ, you’ve excelled yourself here. It’s like another New Gods, Del, no kidding.”

He laughed. “I’m not the new Jack Kirby; not yet anyway. Steve Gayman is the writer. He’s not always the best, but on this thing, he pulled out all the stops. Nice job. Put together a fantastic plot. Some terrific dialogue too.” He paused briefly to wipe away his foam moustache. 

“Great. I can’t wait to read it.”

“Let me know what you think when you do. So, I hear Gerry’s put you on Simon Kierkegaard, Psychic Detective. Difficult character to do something original with. Rather you than me.”

I grimaced. “I know. But that’s not the only challenge.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’ve given me Una Alighieri for the art.”

Derek frowned. “For Simon Kierkegaard, Psychic Detective?”

I nodded.

“But the subject matter on SKPD is like... totally dark: beyond Film Noir. You’d need a hardboiled artist with a number six brush. Lot of spot blacks, not dainty, hair-thin line work. Someone like Mike McLester, or maybe Rick Beecham, or even Tony Packard.”

“To be fair,” I said, “Una’s work is fine on the right books, like on those real life, semi-autobiographical, soap opera-type stories. But, you know, horses for courses. Anyway, I asked for a Zoom with Gerry, so I could get a chance to express my concerns, without ruffling any feathers, if you know what I mean. Not sure if that was a good idea.”

Derek laughed. “What happened?”

I took a deep breath. “He said it was my choice: either I get my head down and work with Una, or he gets another writer on the book.”

Derek’s eyes widened, and so did his mouth. “Woah! That’s harsh.”

I nodded, just as our food arrived. 

We had one more drink before leaving there and strolled out towards Tottenham Court Road. Derek headed towards Warren Street, and I went the other way, taking a long detour to the hotel via Forbidden Planet and through Bloomsbury to The London Review Bookshop. 

Back in my hotel room, I filled the kettle at the bathroom sink and waited for it to boil. Below my window foreign students in expensive trainers and designer denim walked by in packs. Meanwhile, I made myself a black coffee and sat down at the little wooden table, intending to type up more ideas for Simon Kierkegaard, but being a master of procrastination, I picked up The Times instead, and read an article about a pregnant cow getting stuck in a swimming pool in Rutland. (It doesn’t take much to grab my attention.) I moved on to a piece about Port Talbot workers who lost their jobs and would each be receiving £10,000 to start their own businesses. Can’t be bad, I thought. Flicking past the arts and sports pages that I read in bed before breakfast, I came across the announcements and obituaries pages, and I was disappointed to discover that Jeff Pomeroy had died. Such a brilliant actor. There was a photo of him from Last Stand at Iron River. Excellent film. I didn’t know he started out in theatre – off Broadway in the 1960s. He was nominated for an Oscar for Bernice Gets a Bob. Wonderful film. He should’ve won. I wonder who got best actor that year. Probably some twat. I read to the end: “Jeff (Jeffrey Michael Cole) Pomeroy, actor, producer, author, born 10 March 1943; died 12 September 2024”.  
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OBITUARY BLUES

I didn’t have to see the flat in Muswell Hill until the afternoon, so I decided to spend the rest of the morning rummaging around the shops at the back of the Brunswick Centre, which was just down the road from my hotel. The sun was out, although it had obviously been raining as the streets were still wet, and some of the gutters were gurgling from the overspill as I crossed the road near the large pub on the corner. 

This area feels like a hidden village, being a cluster of narrow, intersecting streets with a high percentage of resident occupation, largely in Victorian apartment blocks that were once Peabody Estates The road I was wondering along boasted many small, independent local shops including a grocery store that doubled up as a post office, building suppliers, dry cleaners, a hardware store, a barber shop and a couple of bookshops. 

I stopped to pick up a bottle of fresh carrot juice and a protein bar at the organic store, on my way to the remaindered bookshop, not having any book in mind, just to rummage. Anyway, I always find something that takes my fancy, but it is a bit awkward getting around in there. They’ve crammed too many tables, all piled with books, between the densely packed shelves. Still, I guess it’s all part of the charm. It’s a nice, homely, bookshop where you can take your time to browse at your leisure. 

At first, I glanced at the comics and graphic novel shelves on the left. There was some interesting stuff on American underground artists like Robert Crumb and Art Spiegelman, as well as a collection of Furry Freak Brothers material, but nothing that grabbed me, so I gravitated over to the film section, via the theatre and poetry shelves, where I found a fascinating book on Cinema Verité, before stumbling across a biography of Jeff Pomeroy titled, Dancing Through the Minefields. The title is a reference to the fact that he featured in several pop promos in the eighties and early nineties, ironically around the same period as he starred in a whole bunch of war movies. If I didn’t read his obituary the night before I might not have bothered, but I felt that buying this book was a way of paying my respects to him. 

The queue for the cash desk was forced to squeeze between two long, cluttered tables. As soon as I joined, I noticed that the guy at the cash desk was being harassed by a difficult customer. A suave looking dude in a long, black trench coat, with a much younger, oriental looking girlfriend clinging to his arm joined the queue behind me. The person causing problems happened to be the woman ahead of me in the queue. I guessed she was about fifty-five, wearing a heavy lilac coat, with a white fleece collar. Her hair was set in a large, tight, ginger-coloured (dyed) bun. She had been launching a verbal barrage on the poor guy at the till, in a theatrical, faux-upper-class voice. 

“You’re being impossibly droll,” she yelled. “I’m sure your employer would be more than disappointed with your slovenly attitude to customer service, and your insolent demeanour. You haven’t even bothered to get up off your backside to look for “Spare’, the novel by Prince Harry. How do you know it’s not on one of the shelves?

The guy at the desk was no more than thirty, possibly an ex-LSE student, with unkempt black hair, thick, black framed glasses, and a lemon-yellow woollen jumper. He seemed to be ruffled by the whole encounter and doing his best to mollify the woman.

“I’m sorry, but like I said, the book would be on our system, if we had it in stock. I’ve checked on the computer, and it looks like we sold our last copy a few weeks ago. Now you must excuse me but I’m on my own in here, and there’s a queue...’ 

“Right. Well, in that case I’d like to order a copy.”

He put his hands to his face. “We can’t do that because, as I’ve said, the book is out of print, and our supplier is out of stock. All the books we stock are remaindered. Now, would you mind if I served some of the customers behind you?”

“What? You can’t just brush me aside so indignantly! I’d like to speak to your manager?”

I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see the suave fellow behind me shrug, while giving me an ironic look of despair. He had a van Dyke goatee beard, and his hair was dark and incredibly fine, brushed back and falling onto his shoulders giving him the look of a dashing cavalier. His high forehead was lined, and his dark blue eyes had an unnerving and intelligent stare. But they seemed to be shifting in colour from shades of blue, to green, to a nameless sort of dark grey. Even in that short moment, I sensed an ominous luminescence about them, that brought about a disquieting and disturbing quality in his entire expression. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a face like that in my life. At that moment my focus was interrupted by the woman raising the volume of her voice even louder. 

I faced front again to see her lean back and snort, as if she’d caught a whiff of excrement. 

“Outrageous,” she said. “Do you call this a bookshop?”

This time the suave fellow took a step forward, ending up slightly in front of me, and leaned close to whisper in my ear, “Watch this”, at which point he flicked the side of his nose with his forefinger and almost immediately, the woman let loose a long, loud, rip-roaring fart that terminated with a worryingly liquid sound. He then took another step forward and tapped her on the shoulder. She turned to look at him with an expression of utter horror. 

“Madam,” he said, “I do believe you’ve followed through.” 

Her jaw dropped, and she left it hanging for a moment, then shook her head and screamed, before pulling open the door and running out of the shop, flapping her arms and legs in a most undignified way.

There followed a moment of silence, before all of us who were left in the shop (including those who weren’t in the queue) burst out laughing.

The guy at the desk raised his eyes to the ceiling when it came to my turn to pay.

“Just this?” he said, taking the book from my hand. He stopped to look at the cover before accepting the cash from me and reading the blurb on the back cover. 

“Ah... Jeff Pomeroy. Superb actor. He was excellent in Last Stand at Iron River.”

“Yeah. And Bernice Gets a Bob.” Such a shame he’s no longer with us.

He looked up at me. “Huh?”

He died last week.”

“I never saw that. Are you sure?”

“It was in The Times.”

“No! That’s a real shame.” 

He started tapping on his keyboard and looking onscreen. Then he stopped and nodded to himself. “Let me just see... ah!”

“What is it?”

“Yep. He’s on stage in London for a couple of months at the Royal Court. There’s a revue online for last night’s performance.”

I was stunned. “But... that can’t be right. Maybe they put his stand-in on to take his place?”

“I don’t think so... no. This review in the Guardian online says, “Jeff Pomeroy put up an incredible performance in Monday night’s premier performance of Sam Shephard’s, A Lie of the Mind, a painful love poem based around an aggressive and abusive married couple. Director Arnold Butterworth has created a fascinating revival that is particularly enigmatic but also disturbing.

He turned his screen around so I could get a look at what he was reading walks around to get a look at the computer screen. I must have looked like I’d seen a ghost.

“I-I don’t get it,” I said. “That was sloppy fact-checking by The Times obituary writer yesterday. I mean... how could they let that happen?”

Feeling embarrassed and in a kind of glazed stupor, I paid for the book and left the store, but I couldn’t stop wondering how an error like that was possible, that The Times could get it so wrong. I decided to go back to my room to get another look at the obituary and then I’d be sending an email to the editor to complain.  I was walking past the betting shop on the way to the hotel, near the launderette when I heard some dainty, clip-cloppy footsteps running behind me and then a touch on my shoulder. I turned to see delicate these delicate white fingers, with black painted nails was now gripping my arm. They belonged to the oriental girl who was with the suave fellow behind me in the shop. She looked pure goth: straight black hair, dark, ruby red lipstick, and a necklace around her neck with a silver fish hanging on her collar bone. 

“I’m sorry!” She stopped talking to catch her breath. “Can you just hold on a second? My boyfriend wants to talk to you,” she said in an American accent

“Me? What about?”

“You know, about that obituary that wasn’t and the confusion you just experienced, about that actor not being dead ‘n’ all.”

To be honest, I felt embarrassed about the whole incident, and didn’t feel like talking about it. 

“Oh that. Tell him not to worry. I’m in a bit of a rush, because I have to check out a flat in north London and I’m running late...”

She grabbed my arm again. “Wait. Here he is now.”

The suave guy approached quickly, with his hand outstretched. I shook it tentatively. “Sebastian. Sebastian Lockhart,” he said. “Thanks for waiting. And you are?”

“Er... Mike. Michael Mercouris.”.

“Greek?”

“Third generation.”

“Great. I love Greece. This is Kimie,” I shook her hand too.

“Mike. Look, I didn’t want to say anything in there, when you were talking to that guy at the desk about Pomeroy being dead or not. There were people behind us in the queue, and it would’ve been, you know...” He looked around quickly and then pointed to the store just ahead. “Let me buy you a coffee. See that place on the corner?  They make fantastic cortado’s.” 

I started to say something, but he spoke over me. “Five minutes. You’ll get to Muswell Hill in no time, I’m sure.”

“How did you know I was going to...”

“I think you might have said something about it back there... anyway, you’re in a hurry. We’ll go straight in.” 

I allowed them to usher me into the café-deli. He had caught me along the line of least resistance. Somehow, I instinctively knew I was in the presence of an extraordinary individual. And to be honest, I couldn’t find the right words to describe the weirdness and discomfort I felt at that moment. Obviously, his vivacious and powerful personality was an act. This was no light-hearted comedian. I sensed on a deep level that he was deadly serious: maybe even formidable. Later I was to discover that his mind reached into dark, distant and sinister regions. But I’m jumping ahead of myself. 

It was a very wholesome café, with various pastries on display in the window, and a couple of tall, healthy-looking plants outside, along with a few large money trees and ferns inside. We entered and Sebastian ordered at the counter, “We’ll take two cortados with almond milk and....”

Then he turned to me questioningly.

“I’ll have the same.”

“Excellent. Make that three.”

Kimie, the little Japanese American Goth girl, escorted me to a square table at the back. Sebastian waited for the coffees. I thought I’d let things slide for ten minutes or so, but I was still anxious to get away.

“What book did you buy,” I asked her.

“Oh, I didn’t buy anything,” she said smiling and waving her left hand, in its long, fingerless glove. “But Sebastian bought a book called, The three Imposters. Looks interesting.”

“Oh.” 

At that moment, the calendar app on my phone pinged, and as I took my handset out of my pocket to read the reminder, I had a feeling I could be in the process of being caught in a scam of some sort, so I discreetly turned on the “record” button and put the phone face down on the table. Sebastian then arrived with a tray and handed out our coffees. 

“There you go. Drink it while it’s hot,” he said, before joining us.

“Thanks,” I took a sip. “Mm. Nice.”

He smiled. “Good. So then – the mystery of the dead, now resurrected Jeff Pomeroy. Where do we start?”

I laughed. “I made a total arsehole of myself, didn’t I? It’s probably very straightforward. The Times screwed up. I mean, he’s not dead, is he? The guy in the bookshop just proved that. I feel such an idiot.”

“Hold your horses,” he said. “Don’t persecute yourself unnecessarily. What if it’s not as cut and dried as you think? Bear with me on this – it’s not something to be close-minded about. What if the newspaper obituary you read didn’t get it wrong at all?

I shook my head, “But we’ve just found out they did.”

“Ah! Wait a second. What if something else, something metaphysical and very complicated is going on here?”

“Mm.” I drank a bit more of my coffee and gave him a look of complete puzzlement. 

“Like what?”

He brushed his moustache with the side of his forefinger, like a doctor who was gearing up to break some bad news. 

“Let’s say Pomeroy really was dead when you read that obituary, and it wasn’t a mistake at all? It was true at that moment. But now that’s changed. Today he’s alive, because reality has taken a completely different path, and all that’s happened is that you remember how things were.”

I frowned and pursed my lips. I began to suspect that I was in the presence of a would-be trickster, or cult leader, someone who fancies himself a bit of a latter-day Aleister Crowley – or worse – Charlie Manson. 

I leaned back, and grimaced. “I don’t see what you mean.”  

Kimie smiled.

“You’ve heard of quantum theory?” he said.

“Yes, but...”

“Scientists scoffed when physicist Hugh Everett published his Many-Worlds Interpretation of quantum mechanics in 1957, which showed the existence of shadow-photons interfering with photons in this universe, proving the existence of parallel universes. What it showed was that reality does not run on a single path.”

I shook my head in despair and winced. 

“Here me out on this,” he said, touching my shoulder. “Your conviction that something has changed from how it happened previously is a genuine sign that reality has been reconfigured, because another branch of reality has come into existence, replacing the one you first experienced, and because of that change, it means the past has been re-edited. And that editing did not happen now: it happened in the past.”

I didn’t really understand what he was talking about, but I grasped enough to ask something I was sure would stump him.

“Editing? OK, that being the case – with all this editing going on, there must be someone doing the editing, right? So, who is this editor?”

He looked at me with a smile that exuded calm and confidence and then said firmly: 

“The Controller.”

“Right.” I stood up and hung my satchel over my shoulder. “Look,” “I don’t want to be rude or anything, but I really must get going. It’s been nice talking to you both. Thank you for the coffee.”

Sebastian stood up too, pulling out a card from his top pocket.

“Wait. Before you go, take this. In case you find you need to talk about this subject some more, perhaps soon.”

“I don’t think I will.”

“Please.”

I don’t know why, but I took his card and stuffed it into my jacket pocket. Then he held out his hand again and I shook it. After that, I was out of there.

Back in my room, before taking the Uber to see the flat, I found my discarded copy of yesterday’s Times and opened it up onto the obituary section. That’s when I had the rug pulled from under me again. How was it possible? I looked on the spread of pages before and after that section too, just in case I’d remembered the placement of the article wrongly. I turned the pages over frantically, even looking at the sports and arts sections too. There was no obituary for Jeff Pomeroy anywhere in that paper.  Where there had been one the day before, at the top of the page on the right, there was now a black and white photograph of a middle-aged man in a beret with a slim, military moustache, under the headline: 

Colonel Douglas Woolston. 

Inspirational soldier and military tactician whose adventurous life was cut short by a tragic road accident.

There was no getting around it. I thought I was going mad. 
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Chapter 3 
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MUSWELL HILL

The Uber dropped me off at one of those streets full of large redbrick detached and semi-detached houses behind Muswell Hill Broadway, that have been chopped up into flats, one of which I was due to see. The young and over-enthusiastic estate agent in his grey M&S suit was waiting to greet me. The flat was on the first floor and was a bit more affordable than some of the places I’d seen, but the bath and shower had to be replaced. Plus, the kitchen needed to be ripped out and rebuilt. To be honest, I don’t have the inclination, energy or resources to do all that. I asked if he could let me know if anything else came up in Crouch End in my price range, that was more-or-less properly decorated. He didn’t seem too disappointed with my decision when we were walking towards his car, because he said he thought he knew exactly the right place for me. Apparently, it had only just come in that morning, and it hadn’t even been logged into the system yet, so he could put some kind of hold on it, so I’d be the first person to view it. Then he very kindly offered to drop me off at the roundabout. From there I started walking up the hill to Highgate Station, with the Woods to my right. Withing a few minutes I found myself thinking about the weird fellow I met in the bookshop with his girlfriend. It bothered me that I couldn’t understand how he knew I was going to see a place in Muswell Hill? And then there’s that embarrassing moment, where I made such an idiot of myself with that guy at the cash register about Jeff Pomeroy being dead – when he clearly wasn’t. How could The Times run an obituary that was so wrong? And why couldn’t I find that same obituary again when I looked for it in the same pages, in that same newspaper? No one can tell me I didn’t read it, or that I imagined it, because I really felt so sad the moment I read it. I started to recall some of Pomeroy’s best performances, like the Russian Roulette scene in The Man Who Came to Play, and the exchange between him and Harvey Keitel in Battle of la Drang Valley, when they’re collecting the bodies, or the moment Faye Dunnaway asks him for a divorce in Brooklyn Heights.

I couldn’t have been more certain about reading that obituary exactly as I remember it is underlined by my detailed memory of some of his best performances, and my emotional response, when I read that he had died. It was all imprinted in my mind. The things I said when I was paying at the cash register in the bookshop shop exactly reflected what it said in that article in The Times. But the why was that article not there anymore? Where did it go? It certainly wasn’t there when I got back from the bookshop that day? In its place was an obituary of a boring military figure. I was stunned. What did that Sebastian fellow say? That what I read about Jeff Pomeroy’s death was true the moment I read it; he really had died. But then he went on to declare that what has since happened is that reality has altered, and he is now alive. His death has been erased and he is alive now. Most people have no recollection of the reality that was. But it so happens that I do. What does that even mean? Could it be that I am the victim of a trick? 

I recalled the amazing tricks that those sensationalist TV magicians can do, characters like David Blaine and Derren Brown, with their sensational stunts. One time, David Blaine gave ex-President George W Bush the ace of clubs to hold between his thumb and forefinger. Blaine then gave the cards GW Bush was holding a squeeze, between his thumb and forefinger, and when Bush looked again, there was no ace of clubs anymore – he was shocked to find that he now held the King and Queen of hearts. On a grander scale, Derren Brown has done stunts in the streets of New York in front of massive crowds, involving cranes and other paraphernalia – where he does things like levitation, or braking out of a large block of ice. Those kinds of stunts must require a whole organisation – specialist technicians and helpers, working behind the scenes. Maybe Sebastian is like those guys. I know it sounds paranoid, but he may’ve targeted me, even though I don’t know him from Adam. If he was like one of those TV magicians, he would have to have taken enormous trouble to pull a fast one on me, like organising the printing of another edition of the Times newspaper of that day, one that substituted the page which had the obituary of Pomeroy with the one for that military guy. Then he (or one of his underlings) would have had to break into my hotel room to switch newspapers on me. Christ. That’s a ridiculous amount of effort (and expense) to go to just to play a trick on one person – with no audience watching. But now that I think of it, probably it was done the other way around, where the fake edition of the paper is the one which I read yesterday (with Pomeroy’s obituary). But that would mean that someone would have to have created a fake version of the paper and then smuggled it into my room (in the hope that I would read it – which is not guaranteed) and then replaced it with the authentic edition of The Times today, with that military gent’s obituary in place. Which is the one I found when I went back to my room after I left the café I was in with Sebastian and his girl. But why would anyone want to go to all that trouble for an audience of one (me)? It seems a bit excessive.

Despite all that, it’s hard to deny this Sebastian fellow left a deep impression on me, from the moment he tapped me on the shoulder to tell me to watch what was about to happen to the crazy woman who had been bitching at the guy in the bookshop; the lady who let rip with an enormous fart, and then “followed through” and ran out of the shop screaming hysterically. How did he know that she was about to do that? Was it hypnotism? Unlikely. He was behind her. For some reason, he stirred up my curiosity to an unusual degree while also awakening a sense of horror. I felt a mixture of confusion and awe just thinking about him.

I was virtually a regular at the Woodman Pub in my teens and early twenties, it was a homely, old-fashioned pub in those days. I went there with Liz from the day we started our affair. We’d take a stroll on the Heath, look around Kenwood House and its gardens, and then walk to Highgate from there for a drink at The Woodman. Then we’d head straight back to her place for rampant sex. Those were unbelievable times. 

Now it’s one of those gastropubs.

I sat down by the fireplace in there and pulled out the laptop to type up a few ideas for SKPD. The main obstacle in creating a workable plot for Simon Kierkegaard is his incredibly powerful psychic abilities, that mean he can spread his mental radar to home in on the bad guys, to help him capture kidnappers, thieves, murderers, and psychotics, by sniffing out their psychological signatures (anxieties, or aggressive and sadistic emotional responses). It’s like a bloodhound hunting a fox. It’s too easy for him, which means it’s boring for the reader. In one series of SKPD from two years back, written by my friend Rick Schulz and drawn by Jonathan Marks, Kierkegaard is asked by the London police to help them track down a serial rapist. The perpetrator is sadistic, and his violent emotion is easy for Kierkegaard to detect in the ether. Since then, stories have started to feel more predictable. I wanted to change all that: to stretch the story out and make things more interesting and unusual for the reader, by making it harder for SK to use his powers so effectively. I needed an obstacle to slow him down. It’s analogous to racing where a champion horse is made to carry extra weight, to make the outcome of each race less predictable. What could handicap Simon Kierkegaard, with his capacity to link the precipitative emotion and other psychological residue the villain experiences when committing a murder? Then it hit me. What if the villain had no emotional connection to the crime. I’ll create a killer without emotion, cold and clinical – a state of mind that leaves no psychic clues? A professional hit man. Yeah, that was good. I liked that solution. Now I needed to find a series of crimes that are different, intriguing, unusual for the reader. That wasn’t going to be easy, but at least I’d made a start.
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Chapter 4 
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ROADS IN FLUX

The next day it was pouring with rain when I went to see the ground floor flat in Crouch End. It didn’t knock me out, but it had most of the features I was looking for. Two bedrooms (I wanted to have room for my son Neville to stay), a decent kitchen and bathroom, and a lounge that was big enough for my library. I put on offer on the place straight away. The estate agent was right. It was nothing flash, but it had everything I was looking for, and it didn’t need any imminent repairs. 

By the time I left it had stopped raining. The sun was breaking through, and I felt good about taking the first step in parting ways with hotel life: it had been putting too much of a strain on my bank account. That put me in a good mood, and I decided on the spur of the moment to indulge myself by walking over to St Leonards Gardens, a which had a lot of memories for me.

I set off from Bryanstone Road, heading towards the Broadway, then turned left where I came to the parade at the bottom of Park Road. The shops were different from how I remembered them when I was seventeen, but essentially, it’s still a parade of small shops. A little further along, I found that the small, boring, 1920s redbrick houses were still there, along with some others, probably built in the nineties. Beyond the petrol station I came to the large Victorian houses, which hadn’t changed at all: there were still the immaculately coiffured hedges, the very tall, luscious trees and of course, the wealthy inhabitants, a few of which could be seen through the large bay windows. 
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