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    To my Grandparents, who lived through the best and the worst of times. 

      

    


The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

(The Second Coming, William Butler Yeats 1920)

1929

Barbara gazed out of the Daimler window as it drove through the fog of London. The city ran past, a blur of brightly lit shops and pubs that overlooked mostly empty walkways, an occasional straggler flashing by like a human shadow in the drizzling fog. A shimmering jewel to British accomplishment, Barbara thought as she snuggled Dennis, her financé, sinking deeper into his arms.

Dennis pulled her towards him, nuzzling her neck, and whispered, “What’s on your mind, darlin’?”

“Just thinking about London, sweetie,” Barbara said, taking a deep, relaxed sip of air before falling further into Dennis.

“You English are so proud,” he teased.

Barbara kissed him on the cheek. “And you Americans are completely humble,” she retorted, poking him in the chest. They chuckled together.

The Actons have done it. We will never have to be in the Whitechapel slums again. Mum and Dad can grow old in comfort thanks to our smarts. We are secure forever. A warm smile crossed Barbara’s face at the thought. I have made it. 

“I have meant to visit Ronald and Alica’s house for years. I’m so excited to see it at last!” Barbara said.

The car skidded to a stop at a red traffic light. Dennis grabbed hold of Barbara, keeping her from flying into the back of the driver’s seat.

Thanking him, Barbara leaned back and returned her gaze from the window. Her heart pounded in her chest; she could have died. Dennis tapped against the window, “Be careful; you could have killed us!” He sat back and hugged Barbara tightly. “You okay, hon?” He asked. 

“Just a little shaken,” she said, concentrating on the London roads. 

The shadow of Big Ben loomed out of the mist, a giant clock standing watch over the world.

A group of men and women gathered on the sidewalk as they spilled out of a nearby pub, laughing and drinking.

Big Ben began to chime, a deep, somber ring that rumbled through the city. 

On the first stroke, another person materialized from the shadows. They glided towards the rambunctious group, their black robes brushing against the pavement. The partygoers ignored him, her, or whatever it was.

Queer fellow, wonder what he wants with them? Barbara thought, watching keenly with a sudden, unexpected sense of dread.

A rigid arm appeared out of the robe in a single smooth motion, reaching with a claw-like hand towards the nearest man or woman.

The robed person, while reaching out, locked eyes with her in a jagged movement of its head.

A pale, gaunt face, almost inhuman in its black stare, quickly flashed before Barbara’s eyes. Barbara’s skin crawled as if a frigid wind had cut her. 

The car fled London for the outskirts, where Alica and Ronald resided. The warmth within Barbara evaporated, and she gasped heavy, strangled breaths. 

It must have been a police constable keeping the streets clear of drunkards. But that face, God forbid, be his true face. It had to have been a mask, indeed. Perhaps someone is hosting a gothic horror masquerade party nearby. So Barbara thought, trying to calm her breathing. She thought of the party, anything to keep her mind from thinking about that emotionless mask.

Big Ben’s muffled chimes faded as the fog swallowed the tower.

Barbara sank back into Dennis’ arms, shaking from the chill the costumed person had caused her. She tried to think about happier things: the upcoming party, her friends, and Dennis.

Her eyes fell on her mask - a brilliant shade of turquoise - sitting on her lap. It was difficult to tell where her mask ended and her dress began; her costume was a single swirl of greens, blues, and yellows. However, the clammy cold sensation returned as she looked at the mask.

It reminded her of that strange person despite being lavish in colour. The exact opposite of what she had seen, it made her skin crawl.

“Are you sure they will let me in like this, Dennis?” Barbara asked, cuddling up to her man and putting on a disarming smile. Then, pushing away the lingering discomfort, she continued, “I am quite sure going as Mother Nature pushes the animal theme a bit. I could have sworn we were supposed to dress up as beasts?”

“And animals aren’t part of nature?” Dennis teased.

“I suppose so,” Barbara said worriedly. “I just hope they understand.”

“They will,” Dennis assured her with a hug as the limousine turned to the left.

“Patricia Rutherford is going to be a handful, right?” Barbara said, already knowing the answer.

“Alica only invited her because Patricia insisted. But, you know no one can refuse her,” Dennis said regretfully. “At least Alex and Alica would be there. I am lookin’ forward to spending some time with them.”

There was a pause as the two relaxed in each other’s arms before Dennis said. “This Alex, is he musical?”

Barbara turned to look at Dennis and scoffed. “He’s not musical; he’s just too busy now.” 

The lie stung, but she was forced to make it for Alex's sake. 

“I suppose it’s none of my business.” 

The car took another turn to reveal a line of fluffy clean emerald shrubs wrapped around a simple metal iron fence that hugged the curb.

“We’re almost there!” Barbara exclaimed, sitting up with joy.

She marvelled as the mansion came into view.

The two-story house stood at the top of a hill overlooking the city. The lower story was a collection of marble and stone squares draped in gold and copper as if dressed splendidly in Elizabethan finery.

Now that she had seen it, she was anxious to enter. She turned to Dennis and kissed his lips.

He smiled and held Barbara closer. Finally, the car approached the house.

She gestured towards the rows of neatly lined pine trees and shrubs, all cut and pruned to look their best. “I can’t wait to move to a place like this.” 

“And we will soon, love,” Dennis said, wrapping his arm around her again. The limo slowed to a stop beside another vacant car.
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