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If the doors of perception were cleansed 


every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite. 


For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things 


thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.


William Blake, 
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
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For Luce,


always and only




Some might find it offensive that I, of all people, should write the story of Luce. Others may find it ironic. It may well be both, but it is also the completion of the task I began fifty years ago. It has always been my life’s true purpose, though they did their damnedest to convince me that Luce was just a figment of my deranged imagination. And, to survive, I did my damnedest to persuade them that I believed them. I did this so well that I almost forgot. But now I have been called again; I have received Signs.


I won’t pretend to be an ordinary biographer. I’m not sure I can be any more objective about my subject – or should that be object? – than about myself. But if Luce’s story is tangled with mine it can only be because Luce wanted it that way.


I’ll never know why they finally decided to deport me. What I took for yet another chapter in the long-running saga of my persecution by the obtuse officials of the Nevada State Council for Adult Offender Supervision seems to have spirited me back to my old life, my Real life, my life with Luce. The door that I’ve spent more than half of my life pretending to ignore has opened and, like a rogue joker sneaking out of the pack during the course of a fumbling card trick, I’ve returned to myself at last.


Maintaining an attitude of utter compliance and mild, baffled disinterest in my circumstances has been an essential part of my strategy for so long that if anyone bothered to tell me exactly where I was to go, I paid no heed. Back to England, back to England, that was all I knew. I didn’t let myself think about it. Never betray interest. Play dead. My brother had made arrangements, they said; it was meant to be reassuring. 


What with jet lag and shock at so much change in such a short time, not to mention the temazepam I took to get through the flight, I was a bit out of it when I arrived last night. It had all been a blur: car, airport, aeroplane, airport, come with us please, car, roads, a building, sign in please, stairs, this way please. A door, a flat: my flat. Good night.


The first thing I did was open a window. It was raining hard – good, serious English rain. The rain of home. I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed it, trapped for all these years in dry and dusty Nevada. I let the dark drops wash my face.


The building looked out over what I, in my muddled state, took for a lake; across the expanse of black water was a house with many windows glowing. I blinked and squinted through the rain. Could it be? My God, of all the places to have ended up. The poignancy of it nearly killed me. It was Farundell, where Luce first initiated me into his mysteries, long before I knew who she was. Over the decades it had apparently been swallowed up in some kind of ghastly suburban sprawl.


Of course I was wrong; it wasn’t Farundell. (I’m in Enfield, as it turns out. Enfield! And not just Enfield, but an obscure district on its western edge called, with stupendous aptness, World’s End.) The lake, the house – it was a brief trick of the light, or maybe a trick of Luce. Before long the rain slackened, the air cleared, delusion receded. I beheld a wide black slick of tarmac, not a lake. A car park, deserted, and beyond it a smattering of streetlights, not a house. But in that sudden recognition, mistaken though it was, something jolted in me, shook itself, unfurled creaky, neglected wings, rose and lifted itself out into the night to soar and dance among the softly raining stars above Farundell, above a dark island and a chamber darker still. And last night I dreamed the Dream again, the one I’d almost forgotten. The Dream of the Cavern. I woke with the feeling of the thread in my hand. That thread, so long lain lax, is tightening. I know it’s a Sign.


The second Sign arrives with my brother. It isn’t Neil himself, of course, but what he brings, unasked-for, un-heralded. He’s a bit early; I’m not quite prepared and the knock on my door sends a jolt of anxiety through my nerves. I straighten my clothes, smooth my hair and open the door.


‘Hey Weirdo,’ he says.


‘Hey Arsehole.’


He’s changed remarkably little: fatter, balder, an extra chin or two. It is the immense blandness of his face (a feature, or should I say a lack of feature, apparent from infancy) that has always bothered me the most, and it’s hard to forget that for many years I believed he was a demon-simulacrum, not a real human being at all.


‘Good to see you,’ he says. ‘Glad you’re back. Yes. Glad you’re back. So …’ His eyes slide this way and that; he doesn’t know where to look.


‘It’s this one.’ I point to my right eye. ‘This is the glass one.’


‘Oh, right. Sorry.’ He makes that shrug, that little wince of repugnance I remember so well. It always had the capacity to enrage me with its implication of distaste and disdain that he was too polite (or cowardly) to express openly. Now his attitude has a sound basis in history; when we were children, it was pure instinct. Dear old Arsehole. We just don’t get along.


‘Thanks for arranging all this.’ My gesture endeavours to convey my gratitude for the grandeur of these lino-floored, woodchip-wallpapered three hundred and sixty-six square feet. (I paced it out last night.)


‘No problem. Glad I could help. Yes. Glad to be of use. So … you all right, then? Good journey? How was the flight? Get a decent meal? How do you like this place? Pretty nice, huh? Everything you need. You always were for the simple life.’


Is this a snide reference to the massive complication I made of my life? Just because I’m criminally insane, I want to say, it doesn’t mean I’m stupid. But it does, it does. I play stupid as if my life depends upon it. I make my face smile.


He looks around, rubs his hands. ‘It’s not bad, is it? Not bad at all. Gets the morning sun. Little kitchen, nice. Cosy bedroom, en-suite. Comfy bed? Good. Nice people, too, don’t you think? Oh, by the way, thought you’d like … we brought that stuff you left in the attic. Some boxes, remember? Years, long time ago. From before … well, you know. We thought it might help you feel at home, to have your old things.’


My teeth have been grinding of their own accord. I have always found Neil’s chummy, pseudo-familial familiarity grating in the extreme. I say pseudo because he is not, Deo gratias, my real brother. I was adopted shortly before he was conceived; my presence in the ‘family’ as a second-best and not-really-needed-after-all appendage has always been awkward for him and for the parents. This awkwardness was only exacerbated by the fact that he, the younger, was very soon much the bigger – physically if not morally. While maintaining a fond and patronising demeanour in public, in private he used the crude advantage of size to subject me to innumerable indignities. My superiority in the intellectual sphere, which I could never fully conceal, did not mitigate his hostility. Quite the reverse.


We go downstairs. Something begins to tickle at my mind through the sticky, gritty cloud of my irritation with Neil. I’m getting the first inkling that an event of possible significance may be waiting, concealed in this mild April morning. Stepping outside, bright sunshine stings my eyes. Luce, I think, and hear a sort of hum in reply. My heart starts to pound.


Neil’s parked in front. He has one of those vast, shiny contraptions that look like they could scale the Himalayas before breakfast, except they’d rather not get their skirts dirty. That must be his wife in the driver’s seat, talking on the phone. Rather a lot of make-up for a woman of her age who’s not – as far as I know – a professional whore. And she’s obviously on the Botox. It’s like she’s wearing a hypothetical face. No wonder I thought she was a simulacrum, too. Still talking, she waves cheerily to me like we last saw each other day-before-yesterday. What’s her name? I never remember her name. Oh yeah, Dot. Ridiculous name for a woman. 


‘Hi Dot,’ I say. 


‘Jesus, Weirdo. This is Cindy. My. Wife. Cindy.’ Neil gives me a look that says he knows – and wants me to know he knows – that I do this sort of thing deliberately. I don’t.


‘Sorry.’


Neil thinks I’m being sarcastic. ‘Back a day and already impossible.’


‘I’m glad not to be changed beyond recognition, then,’ I say, immediately chastising myself for the slip into acerbity.


He opens the back of the car. His attempt to make a tetchy gesture of it is foiled by the hydraulics, which lift the door ever so gently, emitting a sedate hiss. Boxes, five or six boxes. But could it be? Oh my God. I recognise it. I think I do. That small one at the back. Yes! Would he have brought it if he’d known what it was? Certainly not. Would I have dared ask for it? I assumed he’d destroyed everything long ago. It’s what demons do.


Treasure, long-hidden treasure. Going incognito, pretending to be an ordinary box, one of several, nothing special. Scuffed, corners squashed, bound with packing tape, now brittle and peeling, and green sisal twine. The address label has fallen off but I remember that twine, how it left green streaks on my scared, sweaty hands as I tied it up. The box seems to glow from within – I sincerely hope no one else can see that. It’s Luce’s box. This is the second Sign.


My face never gives anything away. ‘Oh, thanks,’ I say. ‘Wonder what’s here. I forgot all about this stuff.’ 


We carry the boxes to my flat, where they take up most of the space in the sitting room. Neil leaves, what a relief, mercifully declining my offer of a cup of tea. It’s just me and the boxes now: me and my past. Dear God, let me not become one of those pathetic, repulsive old people who shuffle about in a narrow space crowded to death by stacks of newspapers and the mouse-infested relics of their long-dead lives.


Two boxes contain miscellaneous stuff, including some wonderful old clothes: my floppy fedora with the peacock feather, a silk scarf with an Aubrey Beardsley print that Charlie gave me, a green velvet jacket from the King’s Road, an Indian-print shirt from Haight-Ashbury. Others contain books – I’ll deal with them later. They served their purpose: the flock of sheep that smuggled in the goat.


I turn at last to Luce’s box. I had never dared to hope it would come back to me; I’d grown accustomed to the idea that my past was non-existent, in any reliable way. And now I have a flash of doubt. Might this be the work of a demon of False Hope? Cunning little buggers, but I thought I’d extinguished them years ago. All I have is my memory of the green twine and the stains it left on my hands. I look at them; obviously they’re not green any more. And the glow I saw in the back of Neil’s car? I might have imagined that. If I see it now, it’s only wishful thinking.


I get impatient with myself. This box either is or isn’t what I think it is. My past is either dead or alive; like Schrödinger’s cat, it is both and neither until the box is opened. Do I truly want to know? Oh for fuck’s sake. Open the damn thing. Cut the twine, peel away the packing tape. Open the box.


I have to sit back and take a deep breath. This is it, this is it, this is it! Tears come to my eyes. I feel like a resurrected corpse. With trembling hands I unpack the treasures, untouched for all these years: my draft manuscript of The Book of Luce, plus notebooks and files, interview tapes and transcripts, articles, diaries and journals, newspaper clippings, letters. The records of my search for Luce, the testimonies of the witnesses. Here is René, here is Karen, and here, oh here, is Rachel. I’m half afraid all this will disintegrate like ancient bones in a too-suddenly unsealed tomb. Here’s my original Human album; here is L’Age Atomique, a priceless rarity, perhaps the only one in the world.


Thank you, I say. Thank you, thank you, thank you.


At the bottom, an old box of Gitanes, Luce’s brand and therefore my own, when I can get them. It must have fallen out of my pocket as I packed. All unsuspecting, I open it.


It’s full of rose petals, but they’re not dry or faded. They spill onto the table, soft and fresh and sublimely fragrant. They cannot possibly have fallen from the flower more than an hour ago. I put the box down and back away. Owing to the modest dimensions of the room, I cannot back very far. I close my eyes, count to a hundred. I open my eyes. The rose petals are still there, blithely emitting their rapturous impossibility. It’s the third Sign. I make myself a strong cup of tea.


These three Signs have convinced me that the time has come to write The Book of Luce. Contrary to popular opinion, including my own, it would appear that I am not ashes on the dust-heap of history. My life in the Real world, so long an underground river running deep beneath the polluted realm of mundane Earth and the semi-conscious parasites who inhabit its surface, has emerged. 


My mission is now clear: to fulfil my task, to tell the story of Luce. And his mission? Will I ever know? Was she Messiah, Avatar, Bodhisattva? A Superhuman, the long-awaited Nietzschean Übermensch? Was he the first of a new type of human, and will we all be like her one day? Or was he a fluke, an accident, a random confluence of powers and perceptions, a freak, a genetic quirk, merely the greatest artist of all time? As I assemble these fragments of her life and work, as I line them up, put them in order, draw arcs of influence and association, cause and effect, as I try to make the dull-minded world understand … surely I will find the real Luce at last.


So wake up, Chimera Obscura! I summon you to remember. Here you come, stepping out of the shadows: a ghost in green velvet, a peacock feather in your hat. Go forth, beautiful one! Go forth and remember.




Introduction


[image: Image Missing]


Everyone has heard of Luce and the Photons, yet to this day no one knows who they were. The Human album is cited as a seminal influence by artists from the Beatles to Philip Glass, John Tavener to David Bowie, John Cage to Brian Eno, and is widely acknowledged as among the most important musical statements of the twentieth century. It is certainly one of the most enigmatic, though nowhere near as enigmatic as its creator. Luce appeared on the cover of every major publication from Life to Oz, presenting the designers with unique challenges of representation. Time got it best, I think (in their edition of 10 March 1967), creating an illustration reminiscent of Magritte’s The Son of Man: a halo of white hair, a rakishly tilted bowler hat and, where the face should be, a shining question mark. The caption read, simply, ‘Human?’


The ‘rock star’ played by Luce during his Luce and the Photons phase was just one of many faces that she presented to the world. I believe I am the only person to have followed him through all these guises. Confused about Luce’s sex? That’s understandable. The exigencies of this language, to which I am acolyte and slave, require the sex of the subject to be so continuously marked, remarked, forced, enforced and reinforced that one suspects it masks a deep inner uncertainty. Nevertheless, protracted confusion can become unpleasant, and while there’s no doubt that Luce intended to disconcert, I have no wish to alienate my readers by imposing awkward doubts on a sentence-by-sentence basis. Therefore (I flip a coin) I will usually refer to Luce in the feminine unless I am speaking of a specifically male character.


The Book of Luce will be based on the testimonies of many people. Luce was a different person to each, and told each one a different tale. Of course they’re all lies, but each in its way reveals the truth even as it conceals it. I believe she left this trail of lies precisely in order to tell the truth: to tell it to me, her Scribe.


Pierre Lumière, Lou Peterson, Petra Lumis, Lukas Steiner, Piers Lightfoot, Hikaru Ishi, Peter Lucian: all these self-chosen names contain variations on ‘light’ and ‘stone’. This unnecessary, indeed risky consistency is one of the factors that convinces me she wanted these lives, these stories, to be linked. She was deliberately leaving a trail even as she lied and evaded and covered her tracks.


Two thousand years on, New Testament scholars continue to argue about which, if any, of the many preacher/magician figures cavorting around Galilee during the reign of Caesar Augustus was the real Jesus Christ. Future scholars of Lucianity, hear this from someone who was there: the ones listed above were all Luce – man and woman, human and god. And, dear scholars, if you are tempted to regard this story as purely metaphorical, hear this: it all really happened.


In his book, The Reality of Myth: Evolution and the Avatar,1 John Greyling maintains that Luce was the avatar of the aeon. Of course she is not named, but he never denied that it refers to her. An avatar (from Sanskrit avatāra, ‘descent’) is the deliberate embodiment of a deity on the material plane and is usually translated as incarnation, appearance or manifestation. For example, Christians consider Jesus Christ to have been an avatar: ‘Incarnation is central Christian doctrine that God became flesh … assumed a human nature and became a man in the form of Jesus Christ.’2 


Every religion has its avatar or avatars, but it’s possible that many avatars never become famous or start religions. Luce regarded all organised religions as equally deceptive and imprisoning, though I suspect she had a soft spot for Buddhism. ‘Buddha’, after all, simply means ‘awake’. 


According to Karen Cooper (see Chapter 6) Luce wanted to ‘turn things inside out, to make people look into their own minds. And maybe see something real. And then maybe know for themselves.’ Luce knew, and she was able to impart that knowledge to others through her art in all its forms and through direct mind-to-mind contact.


This emphasis on inner knowing is characteristic of Gnosticism, and I think I do no disservice to either Lucianity or Gnosticism when I say that they have some things in common. 


‘Gnostics’ means ‘Knowers’, a name they acquired because, like the initiates of the Pagan Mysteries, they believed that their secret teachings had the power to impart Gnosis – direct experiential knowledge of God. Just as the goal of a Pagan initiate was to become a god, so for the Gnostics the goal of the Christian initiate was to become a Christ.3


If I simply set out the facts of Luce’s life no one would believe me; it would be thought a work of fiction. Therefore I will present my research (my quest, if you will) exactly as it happened, my discoveries in the order in which they occurred. It’s Luce, after all, who laid out that path for me: it’s another of her many and varied works of art.


Everything I learned about Luce is the result of my own experience or the experience of others who knew her, who worked closely with her, lived with her, loved her. But they knew only what she told them; the facts they believed they were telling me were the fictions she devised to fit her purpose. I alone was allowed to see that all these selves were roles, postures, personae: masks that conceal and yet, despite or because of her art, reveal. Although my own direct contacts with Luce were few, they were of unparalleled intensity. I believe I came as close as any human can to knowing her.




1


The Secret Gig
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Cryptic Clues. A Trap Street. An Invitation. The Rose Blotter. The Camden Catacombs. The Chosen Ones. Frankenstein and the Cat-girls. Luce’s Astral Kiss. 


London, April 1967


It begins in the dark. From somewhere ahead of me, a small whimper. Excitement? Fear? Many people are afraid of the dark, but I have always found it soothing. Off to the left, a shriek of nervous laughter, quickly hushed. The echoes suggest I’m in a vast, cavernous space of some kind, though I could have sworn that a few minutes ago I was in Camden. My fingers follow the thread they gave me and I shuffle on. There’s a soft roaring sound and a warm wind blows in my face, carrying the scent of roses. Colours waft through the air, fragrant aurora borealis. The acid is coming on.


Thus began my account (in my weekly ‘Night Eye’ column in NME) of Luce and the Photons’ legendary last secret gig … and thus begins my Dream of the Cavern. Images start wheeling by, rising and falling in waves. Always, at a certain point in the dream, I realise that these images are not random: they’re part of a story, my story, which is Luce’s story. The thread will lead me to you. I feel it even now, alive in my hand. 


On the night of 23 April, in the Real world and in this one, the thread led me to a secret gig by the most famous unknown band in the world. Luce and the Photons were famous because everyone was listening to and talking about the Human album (released December 1966); they were unknown because no one knew who they were. No photographs, no names, no interviews. Two masked and unannounced appearances as ‘special mystery guests’ at other bands’ concerts: 31 March 1967 at the Astoria with the Walker Brothers and Cat Stevens (this was the same show at which Jimi Hendrix first set fire to his guitar. He burned his hands and had to be taken to hospital); 8 April 1967 with the Who at the Saville Theatre. At each of these they performed an extended version of one song from the album. The first was ‘The Aetherose’, the second ‘Immortality’. 


These songs also formed the bases of the two enigmatic ten-minute films which appeared fleetingly in nightclubs and cinemas. As far as I know, there are no surviving copies of these. No doubt they were found and destroyed by the demon-simulacra or the police soon after their appearance. Their imagery was almost entirely abstract, though included glimpses of natural things such as trees, flowers and mountains, and the occasional human or animal form among complex, shifting geometries that had mind-altering effects such as time-distortion and synaesthesia. Many people spoke of being overwhelmed with strange emotions for which they could find no words. Some also spoke of a residual sense of awe, beauty, peace or joy that lingered for hours, days or weeks. This imagery and these sorts of effects are typical of Luce’s work in a variety of media.


Aside from the two surprise appearances, Luce and the Photons’ only gigs were secret, and you could not buy a ticket for love or money or drugs; they were not for sale. In fact there were no tickets, only invitations. How to get an invitation? You had to be in the right place at the right time. Ah, but what place, what time? Clues would appear in personal advertisements, classifieds, lonely hearts, help wanted columns. In conversations with others who’d been to a gig, I learned that people had been led by these clues to the furthest and most obscure parts of London, to wharves, tower blocks, public lavatories, museums, a chip shop in Hackney, a tailor’s in Bermondsey, trees on Hampstead Heath, the crypts of Highgate Cemetery, the stacks of the London Library, the lions in Trafalgar Square, Cleopatra’s Needle on the Embankment.


‘All secret orders develop initiatory mechanisms of varying degrees of complexity; most aim for a balance between earned and serendipitous choosing.’1 This is precisely what Luce did with these secret gigs. She wanted to be found, but not by everyone, and not easily. You had to have desire, perseverance and intelligence; you had to be willing to take risks and you had to be lucky.


On that April night, heart full of hope and feeling rather clever, I’d followed my clues to an ordinary road of flat-faced twenties pebbledash in a grim corner of Kensal Rise. The rusty cylinders of the gas works loomed in the distance; streetlamps glowed in the mild, dense night air. I walked back and forth, scrutinising the page I’d torn from the A–Z, which indicated that right around here was a small square called Cigam Square – but there was no square, just a solid terrace of identical houses. I stopped and laughed aloud. Could it be? Cigam … Magic backwards. A magic square. This must be one of the A–Z’s secret trap streets, fictitious places inserted into the map by the publishers to catch out copyright thieves. I was hunting for an imaginary place.


There was no square, unless it was very tiny indeed, but between two houses I spotted a narrow gap concealed by leylandii. I pushed through a creaking iron gate, which bore a freshly painted sign, ‘Beware the Dog’, stepped in something squishy, nearly upset a row of rubbish bins and tiptoed along an alley between walls topped with broken glass. At the end was a tall fence in which was set a high wooden door with a brass knocker. I knocked.


The door opened at once and a torch glared into my eyes. ‘Who are you?’


‘Well, who are you?’


‘Are you looking for the light?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Go away.’ He slammed the door in my face; footsteps receded. Was this someone who’d decoded the same clues and beaten me to it? I hadn’t come all this way to let it go at that. At first the door wouldn’t budge, but I gave it a good shove. How different my life would have been if I was the sort of person who went away when told.


I stood at the edge of a wide waste ground. The streetlamps didn’t penetrate this far and the only illumination came from the reddish, clouded sky. The terrain was rubbly and uneven, with clumps of straggling shrubs. There was no one in sight. An owl hooted, but I never believed it was a real owl. It had to be a signal of some sort, or so I thought until I saw the long silent swoop and heard the sharp squeal of a mouse or rat.


My halloos received no response. The chap with the torch must have made for the far side; obviously we’d both misread the clues. Defeated, I sat on a lump of concrete and lit a cigarette. I liked it here, cushioned from the encircling city by darkness and the sweet scent of some flower I couldn’t identify.


I smoked my cigarette slowly and when I returned to the door I saw, pinned to the inside and unnoticed as I’d entered, a blank white envelope. An invitation? Had the fellow at the door missed it – or was he the one who’d put it there for whoever persevered?


I took it out to the street and opened it under a lamp. It contained a card: ‘Admit One’, followed by an address in Camden. Paper clipped to the corner was a square of blotting paper with a rose printed on it. Full of glee, I tucked the acid under my tongue, the invitation into my pocket and set off briskly towards Harrow Road, where I hailed a cab.


The Camden street, ill lit and part cobbled, was lined with the high brick walls of warehouses; sandwiched between them lay a row of dingy two-up two-downs with boarded windows. Number six was at the end. I knocked and the door opened at once.


‘Invitation, please.’


A pencil beam flicked over the card and I was given a gentle push along the passage. It was so dark I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face; all I could hear was my own breathing and the scrape of my cautious feet.


A voice at my elbow made me jump. ‘Two flights down.’


I edged forward and my foot encountered the first step. I descended, then groped along the banister to descend another flight. This was evidently not your usual two-up two-down. At the bottom of the stairs, a voice said, ‘Follow this,’ and a thread was put in my hand.


‘To the Minotaur?’ I asked, and received a brief, knowing laugh and a whiff of patchouli. As I wrote in my column that week:


We follow our threads through the dark, echoing caverns, approaching from every direction. Someone starts singing ‘Immortality’, others join in. The air is shivering with anticipation. A single flickering candle seems terribly bright and draws us like moths. Faces appear, eyes starry-wide; we’re all tripping, smiling, greeting each other as long-lost friends, touching hands, kissing. We’re the chosen ones, the beautiful ones. We climb a spiralling iron stair and emerge into a room like a womb, tented and draped, walls, ceiling and floor awash with swirling colours and images, subtle fragrances suffusing the air and the music, the music, the music coming from everywhere.


At the time, the first thing that struck me was a memory: the image of a pixie-faced girl jumping out of a tree. As I struggled to place it the soundtrack shifted to splashing water, the scent of hay meadow drifted by and I remembered – the island, the lake. That party. For reasons then entirely obscure, though now perfectly obvious, I was remembering my first acid trip nine years before, one summer afternoon when, with some Oxford friends, I’d crashed a party on an island in a lake. I’d been strolling through the woods following the sound of a flute when a pixie-faced girl dropped out of a tree holding, between thumb and index finger in the gesture that means ‘perfect’, a white sugar cube. I knew right away what it was. She asked if I was ready. When I replied, ‘Of course,’ she told me to close my eyes and open my mouth; she put it on my tongue and I was off. It was the most extraordinary experience of my life. 


For weeks afterwards I’d wandered around in a haze of radiant euphoria (fortunately it was the Long Vac), but the heart of the trip had been so strange and powerful, so beyond my everyday mentality, that I was unable to retain the memory of what had really happened – for something definitely had. Often in the following months, as the ecstasy faded, I’d probed for it in the recesses of my mind, trying to resurrect it, to get another dose, to return to that state of inexpressible bliss … but it was lost. The image of the pixie-faced girl remained, and certain details of the trip – the amazing pink-leafed singing trees, the forest grove with ancient marble columns and star-flowers glowing beneath the earth, the luminous night-flying bird – but the core of it had dropped so deep into my consciousness that it remained hidden for years. Only after many other pieces of the puzzle had fallen into place did I understand that it had been the real beginning of my life.


There at Luce’s secret gig I had the sense, for the briefest moment, that it was in my power to seize that memory. I felt it quickening in me like an ember. Time paused as I strained for it, I could almost touch it … but I’d tried too hard, it was gone and I was soon swirled away in a heavenly storm of sound and image, emotion and sensation.


Splashing water and hay meadow blended into soaring flutes and wailing sitar, a sunflower exploded in a burst of arpeggios, the leafy ceiling wavered, rose and parted to reveal a perfect sapphire-blue sky, filled with cascades of rose petals like rain. The floor, impressed, rolled and twitched and offered cool, springy, green-scented moss. A flock of birds trailed ribbons; one drifted down into my hand. It bore a message – three words: ‘Elucidate! Love, Luce.’


I’m trying, Luce, I’m trying.


On the floor, damned near sensory overload. I climbed up into a network of scaffolding and found the control booth on a platform overlooking the room. Slide projectors clicked round their trays, movie projectors ran films, liquid light projectors, with coloured blobs of oil and water in shallow glass dishes, were being rhythmically manipulated by a pair of dancing girls with ink-stained fingers and cat-masks. Like a spider in the centre of hundreds of twisting cables, a man in a Frankenstein mask played an array of electric key pads, dials, knobs and sliders. Lights twirled, changed colour, strobed.


My colleagues who were music critics always complained about the difficulty of describing their subject on the printed page in ways that others could understand. The terminology was either too abstruse, as with classical and jazz, or toe-curlingly banal, if one tried to describe pop or rock. Luce and the Photons’ music defied all genres then and still does, so I won’t even try. Anyone can listen to it but very few experienced a performance. At the gig I attended, no more than a hundred of us, though at times we felt like all the world’s billions, at other times like one alone.


The band was on a small raised stage at the far end of the room. There were three of them. The one I immediately took to be Luce was wearing a loose, high-necked suit of some black, glimmery material and a black Japanese Noh-theatre mask. He was lit by a bank of black lights, a sort of non-light that slid off without illuminating. I’ll use the masculine pronoun for the moment, because my first impression that night – my mind in those days still needing to parse things into one or t’other – was that Luce was a young man. This impression was created not only by the clothes, which were but slightly on the masculine side of androgynous, and the height of the figure, which I guessed was five ten or eleven but also by its air of relaxed, consummate mastery, which in those sexist times suggested masculinity if not actual maleness.


‘Despite wearing a mask,’ I wrote in my column, ‘the figure of Luce was so deeply compelling because one felt that he was being himself with utter abandon and utter perfection; there was no gap, as there always is with people, between who he was and who he seemed to be.’ This is one of Luce’s paradoxes, because there can have been few times in her life when she was not pretending to be somebody else in a simple effort to stay alive. 


Upon rereading the clipping, I see that I concluded the column with a declaration that I would find out who Luce really was; that remarkably arrogant assertion may have been what brought me to the attention of the demon-simulacra in the first place.


Luce played a modified nine-string Stratocaster,2 standing behind an arc of about a dozen foot pedals and three mikes. The vocals were put through such varied filters and effects that, as on the Human album, one couldn’t tell whether the singer was male or female. In that dark pool of light, it was his hands that drew the eye as they caressed the guitar, sometimes too rapidly to see: pale, long-fingered, strong and dextrous hands. They were the only bit of skin that showed, and more than one witness spoke of Luce’s hands as being overwhelmingly erotic to watch.


As I looked at him a peculiar feeling ran through me. Although his body didn’t move, I felt him turn towards me. It was like he kissed me from across the room, a deep astral kiss. He kissed my mind, though I certainly felt it in my body as well. It was, and is even in memory, the most remarkably sensual experience, yet involving no physical senses. I was being tasted, savoured, known – and I was tasting, savouring, knowing something, someone so painfully beautiful it was almost too much to bear. The thing is, it felt to me like a kiss of recognition, and I swear I heard him say, Ah, it’s you, it’s you, as though we already knew each other. And then, Time to wake up, beloved. And he gave me, like a sip of elixir, a wave of the most delicious laughter I have ever experienced. It flew through me, activating circuits, flicking switches. It woke me up; it turned me on.


Beside Luce on the stage was a slender though unmistakably feminine figure in a white mask and a white suit. She played violin, cello and theremin, and also sang. I saw no drummer or percussionist, and assumed that the rhythm tracks were provided by the array of reel-to-reel tape decks stacked at the back of the stage and controlled by Luce’s foot pedals, or perhaps by the tall man who was half hidden behind a piano, an electric organ, a Moog synthesiser and other pieces of equipment that I didn’t recognise. I got an impression of long auburn hair, scarlet frock coat and maniac grin. He wore a plain red domino mask.


The tented ceiling and walls served as screens onto which images were projected, some sourced from live camera feeds showing the guests as they danced or strolled about or laughed or cried or stood very still staring at the ever-changing ceiling. I caught a glimpse of myself, wide-eyed and raptured, smiling like I was in love.


It is an odd, retroactive dilemma: in some ways, I wish I’d paid closer, more exact attention, made notes, planned to remember every detail … but then I wouldn’t have experienced it, and I can’t wish that. A description of what occurred in the linear sense is in any case useless, even demeaning. Some hours chugged by in the outer world; in the infinite inner world, at that moment paradoxically, telepathically, psychedelically shared with those others, something real was touched, felt, known, made: ‘a single flower formed from the petals of all possibles,’ as Luce sings in ‘The Aetherose’.


The journey finally over, we were washed up on the shore of day, given sweet cool orange juice to drink and shooed gently on our way by a silent person in a Green Man mask. Arrows chalked onto the walls of the caverns, now greyly lit by occasional shafts from above, led off in every direction. I wandered around in a daze for a bit, then found a door; it opened onto the southbound platform of the Northern Line at Mornington Crescent. 


Never feeling more like an alien, I joined the workaday throng jolting into town, wedged against a pretty shop girl in microscopic Quant and too much Shalimar, and a dandruff-crusted City gent who was surreptitiously prodding the dolly bird’s thigh with his rolled umbrella. The girl shifted her weight so as to lean against him, gave a little wriggle, then placed her kitten heel over his wing-tipped foot and stomped hard. He went red, then white with pain, but made no sound or movement.


Home, bed, slept till afternoon, then out in search of coffee. Bar Italia was jammed. I had two double espressos in rapid succession and squeezed back onto the pavement. I listened to the conversations ricocheting around me but heard only football, politics, scandals. All the same rubbish as yesterday, but I had such a strong feeling that something had changed, really changed, in the world as a whole. Was I the only one who noticed? Were the rest of these humans just animals going about their day-to-day cud-munching, oblivious to … to what? I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I knew things were not the same, and Luce was the cause.


More than anything, I wanted to be back where I’d been the night before. There had been moments that stretched into infinities; exquisite eternities had blossomed around me with all the profligacy of never-ending springtime … where had they all gone? Why couldn’t I slip back into one of those? Why was I stuck in this thick-headed, hard-edged, gravity-bound, mechanical robot of a life?


The double espressos on an empty stomach perhaps a mistake, I hailed a cab and returned to Camden. The street was as I remembered: boarded up and deserted. No one answered the door at number six, at the other houses or the warehouses. At the newsagent’s on the corner I learned that the whole street was due for demolition to make way for a council estate. Down in Mornington Crescent, the door on the platform was locked.3 




Now.


A fly is buzzing at the window; I let it out. Not for the first time, I ask myself if it’s wrong to mislead insects into believing in divine intervention, the miraculous overturning of seemingly immutable laws of nature, the sudden release from ignorance and suffering into light and freedom. What if he should find himself once again trapped, but this time with no one to come to his aid? Will he remember the time he achieved release, and will the memory lessen or increase his anguish as he dies? I wonder about this every time I help one poor idiot to escape a fate of futile battering at an invisible and incomprehensible barrier. Am I really doing him a favour?


But I can’t do otherwise. Luce could never let an animal suffer. And I feel her with me, looking over my shoulder, whispering in my ear – yes, I can hear you – guiding me – as you always did – from within. This book I’m writing is a living thing, fed by my thoughts, my memories, my feelings … but most of all by the clear, inextinguishable light of Luce. 


I know this will be the last thing I do. I’m at World’s End, and that’s all right. I’m playing myself backwards like a spiral galaxy reversing its centrifugal fugue and rewinding, withdrawing space and time, starry tendrils receding from the void.


Luce is alpha and omega, beginning and end: the big bang and the black hole at the centre of it all.
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Looking for Luce
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The Other Secret Gigs. Bobby Fisk and the Sheet of Blotter. The Human Album. Pymander Productions and Monad Management. Golden Square. The Painted Room. The Demon-simulacra. A Bad Trip. Mr Greyling and the Amaretto Biscuits.


London, May 1967


My contact with Luce at the secret gig left me both exalted and confused. I no longer seemed to fit my life, or it no longer fitted me. I’d taken off a glove, and when I tried to put it on again its shape, or mine, had changed, and short of breaking my hand, there was no way to resume it. I had seen that the world was not the opaque, impermeable and self-evidently solid thing, or collection of things I’d thought it was. Yes, it was all still here around me in the usual way, but invisibly resonant with … something else. The part of it that I had taken for the whole was revealed to be the flimsiest cardboard cut-out of a reality; the cardboard ground had dropped from beneath my feet and I discovered myself to be treading a far wilder realm than I’d ever suspected.


When I encountered others who had been to the Camden gig, or an earlier one, many reported having a similar experience of maladjustment to their old, ordinary lives. There can be no doubt that engendering these feelings was Luce’s purpose, or one of them, when she created the secret gigs and lured us, her chosen ones, into her web. ‘The function of a Gnostic teacher is to break open assumptions about the nature of reality, to instigate cracks in the smug, unquestioning self-belief of the unawakened mind. The effects are often mistaken for insanity, whereas to the Gnostic, they represent the first dawning of long-sought sanity.’1


There had been three other secret gigs: in Nine Elms (20 January 1967), Brompton (17 February) and North Kensington (29 March). I refer readers to Felicity Neville’s 1968 collection of eyewitness accounts: 101 True Stories of Luce, though I advise you to bring your own salt. She seems to have believed absolutely everything she was told. One of my sources recounted to me with great relish how he’d spun her a wild tale merely to hear her increasing murmurs of amazement, which he’d manipulated to a satisfying crescendo. His story is there in the book, verbatim. I won’t say which one.


At each of the gigs the guests were required to traverse a space of complete darkness before gaining access to the light and music. Luce knew how to manipulate the mind. She knew, too, what all true magicians know: one must act on the material plane in order for all the gears of consciousness to be fully engaged. ‘The motions of the physical body in … ritual function as root, anchor and lightning-rod to the intention of the mind.’2 It was necessary that we walked in the darkness, that we had the faith to put one foot in front of the other and dare to enter the unknown. I encountered a few people who’d been too scared to set foot into that preliminary darkness. Some reported visions of terrifying figures barring their way and ordering them to turn back. They had unhesitatingly complied.


Why were there no bootleg recordings? Four secret gigs, perhaps four or five hundred altogether in attendance, all of whom had truly wanted to be there, had worked for it, taken risks for it. Surely one of them had brought recording equipment? Apparently several had, yet all, when they returned to the surface world, realised that they’d forgotten to turn it on.


And why, amid the frenzy to discover Luce’s identity that obsessed the media and fired the imagination of the whole world, did no one, at any time during the gigs, go up to him and try to remove the mask? I’d have thought someone would have been unable to resist the temptation. Why didn’t I? I asked myself that, of course, and the answer is that it would have been rude and disrespectful. I was just surprised that everyone else had been as polite.


But no, it shouldn’t be a surprise. We were all encompassed in the charism of Luce. I believe that all of us who attended a secret gig felt, and wanted to feel, deeply complicit in whatever Luce was doing. We were the chosen ones: out of all the great seething sea of London, we were the fishes who found his net. Like another before him, Luce was a fisher of men. We were participating in something beautiful and important; there was no desire to rend the veil.


After Camden, I was among the thousands who scoured the papers in vain for clues to the next gig. In the past, these had begun appearing soon after the previous gig and were, by this time, recognised at once. But there were no more clues. Stories circulated that Luce had been kidnapped or arrested, deported or sectioned, imprisoned or assassinated, killed in a plane or motorcycle crash in Paris, in California, in Tangiers. And still no one knew who Luce was, or even if Luce was a man or a woman. I was convinced that I would be the one to find out. Luce had told me to wake up; he’d given me the task of elucidating. I would dedicate my life to that task.


Under my pen name Chimera Obscura (Chimera: ‘An unreal creature of the imagination’; also a play on camera obscura: ‘dark chamber’) I’d been commissioned to write a book (large, glossy, lavishly illustrated, ‘Not too intelligent, please,’ said the editor) about some of the wilder currents in the pop culture maelstrom: the influence of drugs, of Eastern mysticism, Western occultism, paganism, etc. As with my earlier, improbably successful little guide books to esoteric forms of urban nightlife in various cities (the Night Eye series, which begat my weekly column, which begat this commission), I exerted no great effort and just wrote more or less truthfully about what happened to me. I seemed to have a knack for finding myself in interesting situations, and considered myself fortunate to make a living from it. Now, for the first time, I would be a proper journalist: doing research, interviewing witnesses, tracking down sources. Finding the truth. Finding Luce. On the way I’d check out the mysticism, occultism, paganism, drugs (in any case impossible to avoid) and so justify my expenses.


I reckoned that at least ten people, probably more, had to have been involved in setting clues, distributing invitations and staging Luce and the Photons’ secret gigs, but everyone had been either masked or in darkness. I started with the light show and sound system. There were only a couple of outfits with that sort of skill and equipment; both denied having been the one. Of course they’d heard of the shows. Had I really been to one? What was it like? How did they do it? I told them I was tripping too hard to pick up much technical detail.3


I did run into one of the girls with ink-stained fingers who’d operated a liquid light projector, but she’d just tagged along with a school friend whose brother was the set builder who’d put up the tent-like walls and ceiling. I bribed her with a chunk of hash to tell me his name – Bobby Fisk – and tracked him down to the wilds of Notting Hill only to be told that he knew nothing about his employer. Payment in cash had arrived by courier. He’d been sent the drawings – good technical drawings, he said – and built the set as directed in each location, having been told the address only on the morning of the gig. It was all parachute silk and scaff-poles, designed so that one man could put it up and take it down in a few hours. He had done this four times, after which he’d received a bonus. What was the bonus? I asked, and he showed me with great reverence what remained of a sheet of the rose-printed blotter acid, originally six by six.


I turned to the single known artefact of Luce and the Photons, the Human album. It had to have been recorded somewhere, produced, pressed, the jacket designed, printed, the product sold and delivered – and yet reliable information proved elusive.


The iconic cover photograph of the lone figure in the desert, with his back to us and his arms outstretched like Christ on the cross, was surely an image of Luce himself. There was something in the intensity of the gesture, the slim height of the figure and its air of splendid isolation that was unmistakably Lucian. As for the location, opinions varied according to the imagination and erudition of the respondent and their degree of stonedness: Mexico, Morocco, Australia, Texas, Sinai, the Rift Valley, the moon, Mars, Krypton, Middle Earth, a parallel universe, the chronosynclastic infundibulum.


The motif of the desert runs through much of Luce’s life and work. When, on the cover of the album, Luce chose to present himself as a solitary human figure in the midst of a barren landscape, he was saying something not just about the state of the human spirit in the desert of matter, but also about his personal sense of exile. Was he lonely, out there by himself? What was he looking at? What was he feeling? The answers are to be found in the Human album itself: the story of the god who came to Earth.


The inside sleeve is covered with a dense scribble of imagery – foliage, stars, spirals, strange creatures, trees, birds and complex geometries – interspersed with fragments of song lyrics in many languages. T. K. Quelling, whose 1970 book The Light of Many Tongues remains the definitive study of the Human album’s lyrics, identifies eight: English, German, French, Latin, Greek, Japanese, Russian and Arabic. A ninth language which he failed to identify is, I have come to believe, Enochian. 


I examined the sleeve with a magnifying glass, but found that after a couple of minutes I became dizzy and had to stop. It was as though the lines squirmed away from scrutiny, and it was only by returning to it over and over again at half-hour intervals that I finally saw something that gave a clue. 


Hidden in a drawing of the convoluted, thorny stem of a rose, in tiny letters, four words: ‘Pymander Productions Monad Management’. No address. Could this be the mysterious record company behind the band? I looked them up in the telephone directory: no listing. I talked to my extremely well-connected friend Charlie, who was trying to make it in the music business, managing a couple of bands, running a record label, organising concerts, doing promotion. He’d never heard of Pymander Productions or Monad Management, who did not seem to have any connection with anyone else in the music business – no other records, no other bands. Did they actually exist, or were they a joke that I wasn’t getting?


I spoke to the chap called Malcolm who ran the record shop on my corner, where I’d bought the album on the strength of his recommendation. He told me it had not arrived in the usual way from a distributor, but a box of them had simply appeared in the shop one afternoon. He had no idea how to contact whoever supplied them, ‘but if you find them please tell them I’d like some more. It sold out inside of two days and there’s hundreds on the waiting list. You want a bootleg tape? Two quid. If you want to sell yours, I can get you fifty quid for it, easy.’ 


The Human album, it emerged, was sent or delivered anonymously to record shops and radio stations all around the world. It’s believed that just ten thousand LPs were pressed; by far the greatest distribution of the album occurred via bootleg tapes.


I declined Malcolm’s offer – both of them – and returned to my study of the artefact. The terms ‘Pymander’ and ‘Monad’ were unusual, yet vaguely familiar. A quick trawl through reference books at the library revealed that The Divine Pymander was the seventeenth-century English translation of a set of Egyptian–Greek texts (second and third century CE) dealing with spiritual philosophy, metaphysics, alchemy and magic, attributed to the semi-mythic author Hermes Trismegistus. The word ‘Pymander’ was of obscure etymology, meaning either ‘Shepherd’ or ‘Mind of God’.


The hieroglyph Monad [image: symbol.eps] is a symbol designed by Dr John Dee, Elizabethan mage, to represent the cosmos. Dr Dee, originator/recorder of the Enochian or ‘Angelic’ language, was clearly a figure of some significance to Luce: ‘Dear Doctor Dee in his angelic tree/Tongue-tied, humble pride/Alphabetising his enchanted memory,’ as she sings in ‘Ed Kelley’s Monkey’. (Edward Kelley was the psychic medium, usually considered to have been a fraud and a scoundrel, employed by Dee to communicate with the angels.)


A glyph that looked somewhat like the Monad appeared here and there among the drawings on the liner. But not quite Dee’s Monad: where he had a circle above a cross, here was a spiral within a square. In a sudden revelation, I saw that the whole design of the inner sleeve was laid out as a spiral within a square. It was the kind of thing you’d notice only if you were gazing at it with your eyes unfocused, when it would emerge in three dimensions. As soon as you looked for it, it disappeared. I’m not the only person to have noted this strange effect. According to L. J. Kranstein’s History of Optical Art, the inner sleeve of the Human album is the first example of an autostereogram, now known as ‘magic eye’ art.4 


Nor was it just any spiral: I recognised the precise proportions of the Golden Section. Very profound, no doubt, but could it also hold a clue? I did not for one instant believe that these oh-so-clever, game-playing, head-fucking pranksters had not left a trail, if only to torment people like me. 


Why had they altered the Monad’s circle to the Golden Section, its cross to a square? Philosophical, even mathematical reasons suggested themselves, then something clicked. It was a bit more literal than that. I tipped the LP out of the sleeve. The paper label stuck on the disc was square, not the usual round, it was golden in colour and had no words, song titles or anything at all on it except for a spiral of exact Golden proportion. Golden + square … Golden Square? The heart of Soho, Dickens’s ‘region of song and smoke’ from Nicholas Nickleby. How very apt, and only a few streets away. This had to be a clue, and I was the only one to have deciphered it. I walked there in five minutes.


Golden Square is not large, and it didn’t take me long to establish that the names I sought appeared on no door, doorbell, shop front or sign. And I thought I’d been so clever. Deflated, I sat on a bench under a plane tree and lit a joint. Before long I was joined by Tim, the Golden Square busker. When I told him I was looking for Luce and the Photons he took up his guitar and went into a scrappy rendition of ‘Shoot the Buddha on the Road to Emmaus’. (The title refers to the Buddhist edict that if you happen to meet the Buddha you should kill him, because if you see him as a discrete individual, he can only be yet another deceiving manifestation of your own ego and must therefore be exterminated forthwith, as well as the episode in the Gospel of Luke in which Jesus appears on the road to Emmaus the day after he died.)


I applauded politely. Had he heard of Pymander Productions, Monad Management? He shook his long, rank locks. I showed him the glyph, which I’d copied into my notebook; had he seen anything like it? To my surprise, he nodded.


He’d seen it, he said, on a scrap of paper in a house on the other side of Golden Square where he goes sometimes for a cup of tea. ‘Good people. But they left a few days ago, except for the old man in the bookshop, and he’s going, too. I gave him a hand with some boxes this morning.’


He led me across the square and, squinting into the sun, pointed out number eleven, a nondescript Georgian town house with a shop at street level and three floors above. I shook him loose with a few bob and approached the building. A sign indicated that the ground floor housed an antiquarian bookseller. The front door was ajar; I pushed it open and stepped into a dim hallway. On the right, the door to the shop, part glazed, revealed half-empty shelves and a few boxes. A sign said ‘Out to Lunch’. 


Further on, the passage ended in another door, which led to a flight of stairs. I could tell at once that the place was unoccupied; there was no bustle of activity, no sound of movement or voices. I made my way upstairs on bare, creaking boards, past rooms containing only the odd chair, a desk or two. I looked in the drawers of the desks, but they’d been cleared out. 


Here and there I came upon a few items of detritus: a champagne cork, an empty cigarette box (Gitanes), paperclips, a pencil stub. In a room on the first floor a slanting beam of sunlight drew my eye to a corner of something slipped down between the floorboards. It turned out to be a strip of 35mm negatives. I prised it out, blew off the dust and held it to the light. There were six frames, most showing a landscape, but a division into earth and sky was all I could distinguish. Absurdly triumphant for someone whose days of journalistic diligence had been rewarded with a tiny scrap of rubbish, I tucked the film into my gas bill, which I’d stuffed into my pocket as I left my flat.


On the second floor, the front room held nothing but a large electric clock, though the walls, ceiling and floor were covered with paintings: trees, animals and birds, strange figures, fanciful geometries. They were like the drawings on the album liner, but vividly coloured and vibrating with intensity, uncannily alive, shifting and changing as I looked, and looked again. The more closely I examined them, the more they expanded to draw me in. To this day I’m not sure what I saw – even the next morning I found it hard to remember the images with any clarity. I had no doubt, however, that this was the work of Luce. The sensibility, the aesthetic, the whole gestalt of that room was unquestionably the same as the Human album. 


I emerged blinking, with a peculiar and rather pleasant tingling in my head, as though my brain cells had been rinsed in soda water. It felt like I’d spent half an hour in there. Thinking I’d better get a move on, I glanced at the clock on the wall and was astonished to see that only two minutes had passed. I stepped back into the room, this time trying to keep an eye on the clock – now I understood why it was there – but every time I looked at the paintings, time misbehaved and instants expanded into eternities. The effect was reminiscent of what I’d experienced at the secret gig: a sea of infinities bubbling all around me, each of which, when entered, went on for ever. At the gig, I’d attributed the effect to the acid I’d taken, combined with the intense sensory reality of Lucian sound and vision, but here the effect was induced by imagery alone. I tore myself away and paused in the doorway to take some pictures. 


I looked around the rest of that floor, and the top floor, but found nothing. As I was about to leave I heard some people coming up the stairs and stepped out to the landing to meet them. In the lead was a man of exceptional ordinariness: colourless hair, colourless dead-fish eyes and a banal, flabby face, wearing a grey suit and a striped tie. His two companions, a young man and woman, were similarly bland, plumpish, with pale round faces, wearing similar grey suits – brother and sister, perhaps. I named them at once: Tweedledum and Tweedledee. 


It was then that I noticed the gun in the girl’s hand, and the friendly greeting I’d prepared stuttered to a stop. Were they police? Gangsters? Debt collectors? The thought crossed my mind that PP/MM might have neglected to pay their bills before they left. 


I backed into the room from which I’d emerged and, as if following a well-known script, put my hands in the air, even though no one told me to. Under the watchful gaze of T-dee and her gun – which, alarmingly, seemed to have a silencer attached – T-dum searched me, turning out my shoulder bag onto the floor. My protests were ignored. He passed my things one by one to the first man, clearly the leader, whom I’d begun in my mind to call Mr Big. That is because I had decided I was tripping, which explained a lot. Furthermore, I deduced that this had become a Bad Trip. I had heard of them, had occasionally been with a friend having one, but in all my years of quite regular ingestion of the biochemical miracle that is LSD, I had never had one myself. I couldn’t recall having taken any acid that day, but perhaps inability to remember taking the acid was one of the features of a Bad Trip. The hallucinations were of unsurpassed sensory power, detail, consistency and persistence. I was awestruck.


I studied Mr Big and his companions closely – usually, that causes things to transform into other things, but these guys didn’t change at all. Their eyes never blinked, their hair never moved and there was a nebulous, blancmange quality to their faces and bodies. These and other hard-to-pin-down anomalies in their appearance and behaviour gave them an unnatural look, as though they were simulacra made of exceptionally life-like plastic, expertly moulded and adorned. I expected them to disappear at any moment, melt, fade away or pop, like soap bubbles. They didn’t.


With unwilling fascination I watched Mr Big paw through my things, scrutinising my ID as though he suspected it was forged. He missed the negatives, which were hidden in my gas bill, though my notebook received close attention. He lingered over the latest entries, where I’d recorded the progress, or lack of progress, of my quest for Luce. He handled my camera with great care, as though it might be booby-trapped, then opened the back and pulled out the film. Everything was tossed into a heap on the floor when he was done with it.


My state of wary perplexity was giving way to an awful sensation that I realised must be extreme fear. This trip had gone very bad indeed, but the more I tried to make it stop, the more I felt myself helplessly sucked in. 


Some people, I remembered, had reported that their Bad Trips involved confrontations with demons. That struck me as a highly plausible, even an obvious explanation of the situation. In my view at the time, demons were imaginary, mere representations of our own fears. Somehow, I concluded, the acid (where had I got it? When had I taken it? How long would this last?) had enabled my inner demons to take on these externalised forms and let them loose to torment me in this peculiar way. I was not surprised that my demons presented themselves as ultra-normal, quasi-human simulacra in suits and ties; I have always had a horror of the ordinary. The very banality of today’s demons turns out to be far more terrifying than horns and forked tails, which I would have found impossible to take seriously. 


Though recognising the absurdity of invoking divine aid in warding off what I believed to be merely the chemically enhanced products of my own psychopathology, I nevertheless tried to recall a prayer. Having been raised an atheist (except for Christmas and Easter, when we went to church in much the same way as we went to the dentist, with a similar mixture of duty and dread), I couldn’t, but what came to mind were some words from the Twenty-third Psalm – something about the Lord being my shepherd, and walking through the valley of the shadow of death, fearing no evil. No doubt it sprang to mind because of my recent ponderings on the etymology of ‘Pymander’, with its possible meaning of ‘Shepherd’.


The psalm did not seem to be working. Trip or reality – it made no difference any more. Terror was making me dizzy and nauseous, flooding my bloodstream with a paralysing toxin. I tried to back away but couldn’t make my legs move; I tried to speak but no words came out. Events seemed to move infinitely slowly, freeze-frame fragments broken into milliseconds, sharp edged and icy clear. Tiny noises, hugely magnified, echoed in the vast, panic-filled void that my mind had become.


And then there came the sound of footsteps on the stairs and a voice called, ‘Hullo, hullo, hullo! Who’s there?’ 


An elderly gentleman appeared and close on his heels, Tim the busker. T-dee’s gun had disappeared. 


‘Can I help you?’ The old man’s tone was affable, but his eyes were alert. ‘Are you looking for someone? I’m afraid everyone’s moved out.’ When he held out his hand to Mr Big, offering a genial handshake, Mr Big recoiled and, with the other two, shuffled off and away down the stairs without a word. 


I was experiencing the most almighty rush of relief, but it was short-lived. If other people had seen Mr Big, T-dee and T-dum it meant they’d been real, which was even more troubling than a Bad Trip.


The elderly gent turned out to be the bookshop owner, introduced by Tim as Mr Greyling. Tall and spare, he had sharp blue eyes, a crisp white moustache and a vaguely military demeanour. Tim helped me to gather my things from the floor – I was a bit shaky – and we followed Mr Greyling downstairs to his shop. He unlocked the door and invited us in for a cup of tea.


‘Don’t you think we should call the police?’ I said.


‘The police? Whatever for?’ asked Mr Greyling.


‘That girl had a gun!’


‘A gun? Really? Are you quite sure?’


‘Maybe you didn’t see it. She must have put it away when you came in.’


‘I suppose so,’ Mr Greyling said. 


I had a moment of doubt. Had I really seen a gun? But surely I wouldn’t have felt that awful, sick terror if there hadn’t been a gun involved. Without the gun, the behaviour of Mr Big and the other two was obnoxious, but not frightening. Maybe the terror and the gun were both delusions. Was I tripping after all? I gazed around the bookshop. Nothing changed colour or shape; everything looked perfectly ordinary. If I backed down now, it would be to admit that I’d suffered some sort of spontaneous psychosis. ‘There was definitely a gun,’ I said. 


‘Then of course you must do as you see fit.’ Mr Greyling shifted a pile of books to reveal an old black Bakelite telephone. His manner was resigned, as though he was being compelled to undertake a tedious and distasteful task imposed upon him by a person of unparalleled stupidity. Me, for instance. And indeed, one wouldn’t have thought that I’d be the sort of person who wished to involve themselves with the police in any way whatsoever. All I can say in excuse is that I was at the time (but not for long thereafter) still naive enough (due to my moderately privileged upbringing) to have a residual notion of the police as good people who were there to protect me from bad people. I made the call, finding some difficulty in describing the incident and perhaps rambling a bit about debt collectors and guns and gangsters.


Mr Greyling had disappeared into the back of the shop. I heard the sounds of a kettle filling and a gas ring being lit – the most lovely, comforting sounds imaginable. Tim was sitting on the floor, picking his guitar. I asked what he thought of those three people.


He hadn’t liked the look of them. ‘They gave me the creeps, they did. It’s the hair, you know? And the eyes. Oh, creepy, creepy creeps,’ he sang, ‘plastic hair and plastic eyes, plastic looks and plastic smiles, oh yeah, those creepy plastic guy-uy-uys.’ 


Soon after I’d entered number eleven, he told me, the three creeps got out of a big green van and followed me into the building. ‘Big greeeeen van, big green va-a-an.’ A few minutes later he’d spotted Mr Greyling on his way back from lunch, told him about me and the three others and tagged along in the hope of a cup of tea. ‘Cuppa tea, oh yeah, cuppa cuppa cuppa tee-ee-ee.’


Had he seen a gun?


‘A gun? Bang bang, oh my, no gun, no see no gun oh yeah,’ strum, strum, ‘no gun, oh yeah, bang bang, oh my.’ He really was quite good, but never knew when to stop.


Mr Greyling reappeared with three mugs and a tin of my favourite kind of biscuits, amaretti, at the time not easy to obtain outside Italy. The unlikeliness of the biscuits gave me another flash of doubt. Was I tripping after all? Had that episode with the demon-simulacra and the gun been a weird, scary segment of a strange trip that was still going on, albeit in an immensely nicer way? When you’re tripping, things can change suddenly, in ways that seem random but perhaps aren’t. The thought crossed my mind that the demons and the gun had simply turned into Tim and Mr Greyling and the amaretti biscuits through some magic formula I hadn’t realised I’d uttered.


I have always considered a flexible attitude about reality to be one of my strengths. If I was tripping, the bad part was apparently over, so I settled down to enjoy the next phase. I knew from extensive experience that forcing things to make sense in a trip never works; it just adds a layer of misaligned complexity. Resenting the attempt, the things you’re trying to pin down will recede from your grasp, spraying a mist of obfuscation behind them that kaleidoscopes their image and covers their escape. Reality, in its essence, is no more graspable than water; the best one can hope for is to feel a bit wet now and then.


Mr Greyling asked me what books I liked; when I replied – can’t imagine why – Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, he was delighted and, rummaging in a half-packed box, brought out a rare 1865 first edition. We discussed Carroll, rabbit holes, black holes, the nature of time, the Uncertainty Principle, Occam’s razor and Schrödinger’s cat. We discovered a shared enthusiasm for J. W. Dunne and Dornford Yates.


The episode upstairs – the demons, the gun, the fear – was sealing itself off like a cyst. Had it even happened? By the time the constable appeared at the shop door I was feeling very silly for having summoned him. 


I gathered my wits and tried to present a coherent account of what had happened, although by then I was far from certain that it had. The constable’s manner of taking notes with one eyebrow raised suggested scepticism about the accuracy of my powers of observation and recall. Noting that nothing had been stolen, he politely enquired what I thought these persons’ motive might have been. I offered my debt-collector theory, and speculated that Pymander Productions and Monad Management had got themselves into some sort of money trouble. Mr Greyling professed to know nothing whatsoever about the tenants of the upper floors.


With an authoritative air, the constable informed us that whether the perpetrators were debt collectors or persons of other parties, the episode had been intended as a prank. The gun (if there was a gun, the eyebrow said) was a toy. Toy guns looked very real these days. He was sorry that my roll of film had been ruined, but it wasn’t exactly a crime, just clumsiness. If he had to arrest people for that he’d spend all day arresting his own left foot, ha ha.


After the constable took his leave, I drank another cup of tea and gave Mr Greyling a hand carrying the last of the boxes of books out to his car, which was parked in the alley behind the building. By the time I left it was early evening. I was trying to accept the prevailing opinion that the whole episode had been some sort of a joke, intended to bully, perhaps to warn, but never to cause real harm. There was much to support that view, yet a sense of unease lingered like a metallic taste in the mouth. I considered myself pretty good at reading people’s attitudes and intentions; surely if those three had been joking, I’d have picked up on it. And that gun had looked extremely real. Even in memory a shiver of fear ran through me and I had to lean against some railings until it passed. But maybe I was deluded, still projecting my own fears onto the world. Maybe the fear was within me and I’d never seen it before. Maybe it was within everyone. I gave myself a mental shake. If that sort of thing got out of hand, I could easily see how one might go about in a cloud of fear, seeing demons everywhere and failing to get the world’s little jokes. I stopped at the Star and Stone and had a quick shot of vodka, which helped quite a lot.


I went to my photo lab and dropped off the negatives I’d found in the floorboards for overnight printing. It was only then that I realised I’d forgotten to take more pictures of the painted room to replace the ruined roll. I’d go back the next day, I decided.


The more I pondered the events in Golden Square, the more improbable they seemed. The really weird bits, such as my perception that Mr Big and his sidekicks were some kind of demonic simulacra, I dismissed as pure fancy. They were just ordinary goons, debt collectors probably, with a gun, toy or otherwise, to scare people. All that business about their unnatural hair, their dead eyes, was just my aesthetic snobbery. But Tim saw it too, a small part of my mind pointed out. I brushed it aside. Tim was so chronically spaced out that his perceptions could not be taken as an objective guide to reality.


I was inclining towards the view that whatever had gone on there, it had nothing to do with me, and there was no reason to assume it had anything to do with Luce and the Photons. Their management company and record producer, evidently a fly-by-night outfit, had got into trouble, that was all. Fine, leave them to it. There was no point in trying to figure it out. I’d accidentally got caught up in something, had managed to extricate myself, and now could carry on as though it had never happened. How the mundane mind craves convenience! I attempted to ignore all the truly interesting aspects of the situation. As one does.




Now. 


There’s a knock at the door. It must be another neighbour; one was pestering me an hour ago. Certain of my fellow inmates, or should I say residents, are as chummy as they are boring. I long for some serious nutters to liven things up, but this lot only want me to join their book club, or ceramics club, or Zumba class. I call out, ‘Bugger off.’


‘Hi Weirdo, it’s me,’ comes Neil’s voice, filling me with scarcely less dread than Zumba. I hastily close my computer, chuck all my Luce-related material into its box, push the box under the desk, assume my mild, dotty face and let him in.


He seems to be alone. When he notices me peering anxiously behind him he says, ‘I know you don’t like Cindy, so I came by myself.’


Such candour, never mind consideration, astonishes me.


‘Tell you the truth,’ he says, ‘sometimes I don’t like her either. But you know, marriages, well, you don’t know, but let me tell you, liking, not liking, it all evens out in the end. One puts up, you know. Puts up because … well, it’s what one does. But you never went for all that, did you?’


Do I detect a note of envy in his voice? He potters around the room to cover the awkward moment. ‘I see you’re making use of your old things,’ he says, indicating the half-open boxes stacked here and there. I still haven’t got round to sorting through them.


‘Yes, thanks again for keeping my stuff. I didn’t think you would.’


‘Of course I did. Of course I would. I always kept it. Cindy was for throwing it all out, she nearly did, pretending to do a big clear-out of the whole house, but I knew what she was after and I rescued your boxes from the skip. She worried about bad influences, you see, the effect on the children, but I always overruled her. Your stuff, well, it meant a lot to me. It was all I had of you, you know. I’d like to say I always knew you’d come back, but I didn’t. You were just … gone. I didn’t know where you’d gone. Oh, I knew where your body was, all those years in hospital, and prison, and whatnot. But you? Where had you gone? I tried to see you, I tried many times. They kept telling me I couldn’t because I was part of the problem, I don’t know what that meant, but maybe it was their way of saying you refused to see me?’


He doesn’t wait for me to confirm or deny, but hurtles on. ‘And it wasn’t what you’d done, it was who you were, or I should say, who you weren’t. You weren’t you. I missed you, Weirdo. I’m sure you won’t believe that.’


He’s right, I don’t. He must be getting senile. I suggest a cup of tea. The making of it keeps me in the kitchen for a couple of minutes, and when I come back his smooth, pleasant face is back in place and he’s Arsehole again.
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Synchronicity City
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The Demons Return. Mr Greyling Is Not What He Seems. Hellfire and Destruction in Golden Square. Refuge with Charlie. Ambrose, Magician-about-town, Explains the Astral.


London, May 1967


All that evening I felt unsettled. I wandered around, going here for a drink, there for a bite to eat. I stopped into UFO and the Marquee, ran into people I knew, got buttonholed by a record producer with an imitation Hendrix he wanted to flog. Around twelve thirty I found myself passing through Golden Square again. It was a mild night, lots of people hanging out. Tim was busking in his usual spot. Some friends invited me to join them; we smoked a joint and passed a bottle of wine around while Tim sang Luce and the Beatles, Dylan, Donovan and the Stones. An hour or so passed in this convivial way.


Tim had just begun Luce’s ‘Synchronicity City’ when I glimpsed a large green van driving slowly around the square. Could it be the same one that had disgorged Mr Big and the other two that afternoon?


‘“That is this and this is that,”’ Tim sang. ‘“There’s no such thing as coincidence in Synchronicity City.”’


I slipped away from my friends and crossed the square to keep the van in sight as it turned into the passage that led to the alley behind number eleven. I followed stealthily and positioned myself in a shadowed doorway. The van stopped; Tweedledee and Tweedledum got out and went into the small brick-walled yard at the back of number eleven. The van drove off.


I tiptoed after them. The closer I got, the more I felt a return of the debilitating fear that had paralysed me before. I shook my head to clear it, but an intense, irrational dread was overwhelming my mind. Surely this couldn’t be purely subjective, a product of personal derangement, however extreme. It was as though they’d left a noxious cloud in the air as they passed. I had the strongest urge to turn and flee but I forced myself forward, gripping the solid brick corner of the wall, and peered around in time to see them crowbar the back door open. They went in, pushing it closed behind them. 


Why had they come back? What were they looking for? I was about to run for the cops when Mr Greyling stepped from the shadows by the bins. He saw me, smiled and brought his finger to his lips, enjoining silence as he crossed to the door. With his back to me, he made an odd gesture in the air before the doorway and murmured some words I couldn’t make out. Then he turned and came away. I was still frozen in place by the wall.


‘You’re really quite nosy, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘Do yourself a favour and don’t call the police this time. In fact, I’d make myself quite scarce if I were you.’


From the square came the sound of Tim singing, ‘“Synchronicity City, isn’t it a pity not to meet from time to time to time to time.”’


Greyling listened, and laughed. ‘I’ll be interested to see whether we do meet again.’ He walked briskly away, got into his car and drove off before I could think of a suitable response.


The miasma of fear still hung in the night air. On the whole, I thought that it would indeed be best to make myself scarce, but I seem to have a chronic inability to go away when told.


I returned to the shadowed doorway where I’d lurked before and from which I could see the corner of number eleven’s back wall while also keeping an eye on Golden Square. Within a few minutes I noticed people gathering in front of a building on the square – it had to be number eleven. I went to have a look. To my horror, I saw a glimmer of red in the windows, spreading and brightening. Had T-dee and T-dum returned in order to set a fire? Someone ran past me to the corner box to phone for the fire brigade. Soon the building was well and truly ablaze, the flames most intense on the second floor, in the room with the astounding, time-twisting murals. With a pang of fury I realised I had no photographs, and now never would.


‘Is anyone in there?’ a girl asked. ‘I thought I saw somebody in the shop window.’


‘Why don’t they come out?’ said a man. He ran to the front door and tried it, but found it locked and retreated hastily.


I slipped back to the alley. An ominous glow filled the rear windows of number eleven. As I watched, the door opened and I glimpsed two figures silhouetted against the flickering red light. I ducked out of sight lest they spot me as they passed … but they didn’t pass. I risked a quick look – they were still inside. Why weren’t they leaving? The door stood open, but they seemed unable to cross the threshold. They flung themselves at the opening, only to bounce back. I watched, transfixed, as the flames crept along the floor and caught at their clothes. In an instant they had vanished amid billowing sheets of fire.


Then I remembered the gesture Greyling had made in the doorway, the words he’d spoken. He was not the innocuous old gent I’d taken him for, and things were far stranger than I’d imagined.


Fire engines arrived in the square, the crowd was pushed back and the scene turned into a chaos of shouting and smoke and water, accompanied by the raucous whine of diesel pumps and the sound of breaking glass. I lingered in the shadows, unable to tear myself away until I saw the constable who’d come to the bookshop. I left before he could spot me. Given all that had happened, it would be, as Greyling had reminded me, unwise to be seen in the vicinity now.


Greyling! What was he up to? Of course, like everyone, I’d read some popular books on magic (Eliphas Levi, Aleister Crowley, Dion Fortune, etc.) and had met people who were quite into it. I’d attended occasional Qabalistic rituals, druid ceremonies and witches’ covens, so I knew enough about the subject to hazard a guess as to what he’d done. Somehow, he’d sealed T-dee and T-dum into the building. He’d known they would return; he’d been waiting for them. He had lied to me and to the police; without question he knew more than he’d said.


I had to accept that those goons had been real, and the fire was surely proof that they hadn’t been joking. But who were they and what did they want? Although a certain amount of uncertainty, even bewilderment, can be enjoyable, I was unaccustomed to feeling so completely baffled. The more I thought, the more tangled my thoughts became. I wanted to tell somebody about what had happened, if only to help me get it straight in my mind. Also, I have to admit that I had a strong disinclination to be alone, so I went to Charlie’s house.


Charlie Frith-Haddon was the scion of one of England’s oldest families and stinking rich, though he was obsessed with the idea of making it on his own – hence his rather hectic array of enterprises peppered across the music industry. We’d been best friends and comrades in crime since we were twelve or thirteen, distant cousins and kindred rebel spirits united at a huge, dreadful family gathering (his grandfather’s funeral) by a shared fondness for smoking behind the tennis courts. We were each the black sheep of our respective families – or proudly believed ourselves to be, though his attempts at non-conformity were played out on a stage immeasurably grander than my own. During our undergraduate days at Oxford his escapades regularly garnered the attention of the tabloids, but I always maintained a certain edge by virtue of being adopted and thus able to project an aura of mystery and disreputable provenance.


Charlie’s house in Belgrave Square was a perfect symbol of what he was and what he wanted to be, an often uneasy pairing. A handsome, stately house (Robert Adam, 1764) with a ballroom, four drawing rooms, a library with Chippendale bookcases, a dining room to seat sixty, God knows how many bedrooms and extensive wine cellars through which we were assiduously working our way. The drawing rooms had home-made murals in Day-Glo paint (persons of a sensitive disposition had been known to flee screaming into the street when the black lights were turned on); the ballroom had bearskin rugs, lava lamps and hookahs and was given over to orgies; the library was a recording studio, with the books turfed out and custom-built speakers fitted into the Chippendale; the attics in which legions of domestics once shivered had been gutted and turned into a photo studio where the latest models came to be screwed on the seamless paper and pop sensations pouted and posed.
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