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Book One










Chapter 1


1940


William Seddon, of Seddon and Partners, Solicitors, was unaware that summer morning as he left his office that he had less than an hour to live.


He crossed the Strand at the pedestrian crossing. With his brief-case under his arm he entered the Savoy Hotel.


Pilot Officer John McAndrew, slim, fair, was awaiting him in a cocktail bar.


The airman’s back was to Seddon. He was sitting on a high stool in the hunched despair of isolation.


Wandering the counter before him, seemingly unaware of the young man’s existence, a barman polished a glass with an equally desultory air.


‘Pilot Officer McAndrew?’ The solicitor offered his hand.


‘That’s right. How did you know me?’


Seddon put his brief-case on the bar. ‘Actually, old chap, I’ve seen a photograph.’


‘My God,’ muttered McAndrew. ‘Really? You little chaps do get around, don’t you?’


Seddon nodded. ‘In the interests of our clients, although they’re rarely as rude as you were on the phone, Mr. McAndrew. Another drink?’


The young man pushed his glass towards the barman. Seddon said, glancing around, ‘The rendezvous I find impressive, but I’d rather we’d met in my office. It’s only across the Strand, you know.’


‘I’d rather we met here.’


‘Any reason? A hotel’s not always the best place in the world in which to conduct business.’


‘Business with pleasure, Seddon. I’m meeting a girl. Also, this place is central. Furthermore, it stays open despite any particular hell coming loose at the time. Or would it have been poetic expediency to have met in the National Gallery?’


‘What makes you say that?’ Seddon’s expression didn’t change. He paid for the drinks and lifted his glass.


‘That’s what you’ve come about, I take it? It’s usually the subject of conversation the moment I meet a reporter or solicitor . . .’ McAndrew gulped at his whisky.


‘As a matter of fact that’s not the subject at all.’


‘Then for Christ’s sake come to it. You fluffed about enough on the phone, and we’ve been here too long already.’


The man’s impatience was understandable, thought Seddon, with James Alexander McAndrew for a father.


He drank slowly, watching his shadowed eyes and drawn cheeks; he was possessed, thought the older man, of the sickness and the pallor of war.


 


There was a criminology about this particular war that went beyond the bounds of mere slaughter, Seddon considered. It was a decimation of innocence, of the impossibly young who possessed all the impossible dreams. They sat out their lives in personal dungeons of despair, either in the seats of fighter aeroplanes or on plastic-covered high stools, affronted by the gaudy tinsel of battles or cockpit instruments . . . usually amid the high-pitched mundanities of girls a quarter of their intelligence, the easy lays. Their expectation of life, now that the Battle of Britain had begun in earnest, was in the region of twenty flying hours. It was a crime from which they would never recover.


Naturally they were touchy, thought Seddon, and often to the point of rudeness. Their front was a façade of vast understatement, a hostile verbiage that paid the bills of death.


McAndrew added, more amenably, draining his glass, ‘I suggested this place because I might have a date here, as I say. So come clean, Seddon. I take it that you’ve had yet another application from some obscure faculty of art?’


‘No. But I’ll come straight to the point as you suggest. Does the name Antonio Salieri mean anything to you?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Or Mama Meg?’


‘Christ, what is this?’


‘Only that under the terms of that lady’s will you’ve been left a considerable amount of money.’


‘So you said on the phone. But surely it’s a joke. Who is she, anyway?’


Seddon answered brusquely, ‘It is not a joke. It’s a legal fact. Would I have brought you all the way from Biggin Hill for nothing at a time like this?’


The other said, smiling, ‘Right, I’ll buy it. How much has the old clown left me?’


‘Eighty thousand, all told, I’d say.’


‘She’s nuts.’


‘Mama Meg? Perhaps.’


‘Therefore the will might be contested.’


‘Probably not.’


There was a faint air of pomposity about Seddon which McAndrew resented. The puzzle would be unravelled, apparently, but at Seddon’s legal pace and within the accepted jargon.


The solicitor added, ‘No, not necessarily, and any such claim would fail, I think. The lady who left you this money has undoubtedly had some sort of contact with your family in the past. True, she died in a mental home. But she was housekeeper, she says, to a man called Uncle Dumb, who, in her will, she refers to as God. Immortal or not, it appears that he left her not only the residue of his fortune, but also a place called Atopia House.’


‘Go on.’ McAndrew lit a cigarette.


‘Meanwhile, the will . . .’ Seddon lifted his brief-case. ‘And I have it in here, appears legally sound, as I say. Psychological aberrations of this kind rarely affect the legality of bequests, providing, of course, that the beneficiaries can be properly identified . . . as I have identified you.’ He frowned at the other and began to unlock the brief-case.


‘Not in here.’


‘Over in my office, then? That’s what I originally suggested.’


The younger man asked, ‘What’s Mama Meg’s real name, do you know? And where’s this Atopia House?’


‘In East Yorkshire. As for the lady, she lived for years in the old place . . .’ Seddon smiled suavely. ‘In case you don’t know, incidentally, Atopia is a Greek derivative of eccentricity. Other people were there, it seems, and she names some, including, she says, your father, James Alexander McAndrew.’ Seddon raised his eyes. ‘Are you quite sure you’ve never heard the name Salieri used in your home? By your mother, perhaps?’


‘No. I keep telling you.’


‘Or Constanze, Conrad, Mr. Toppam, Banker – unusual names like that?’


McAndrew said, ‘Look, this is getting us nowhere.’ He slipped down off his stool. ‘Write to me, for God’s sake, I’ve got better things to do.’


‘They’re important names. The old girl mentions them more than once,’ continued Seddon, unperturbed. ‘And she specifically identifies you as the son of James Alexander McAndrew, alias Antonio Salieri.’


‘She was mad. You said as much yourself.’


‘Maybe, but yours is a very strange reaction to someone who’s left you nearly eighty thousand pounds. What are you hiding?’


McAndrew replied with hostility, ‘Nothing. And it so happens that I’m not particularly short of that kind of money.’


‘I’m aware of that also.’


 


People were drifting into the lounge now. Jostling at the bar, they called their orders, and their confusion invaded McAndrew’s thoughts. Seddon guessed them.


The lad was thinking that tomorrow he might be dead; that there was no good reason to rake up the past. The motto of the McAndrews clan (properly spelled MacAndrew) was Nemo me impune lacessit – ‘No one threatens me with impunity’ (rightly or wrongly claimed) and the lad, thought Seddon, was living up to it. Among its heroes and historical holies the clan had harboured alcoholics, sheep-stealers, murderers and power maniacs; he could be forgiven for not adding to the list . . .


Seddon said now, staring into his glass, ‘There simply must be some significance in the appendage ‘. . . the son of Antonio Salieri.’ The woman couldn’t have just picked it out of the air, mad though she may have been . . .’ He added, ‘Young man, one way to stop a muck-rake is to nip all the facts in the bud. Ignore them, and they breed. Clearly your father’s involved, isn’t he . . .?’


John frowned. ‘I’ve got a marvellous mother, Seddon, and I’m not having her brought into this.’


‘All right, but look, son – establish your identity – that’s all I’m asking. The files will stay open all the time you don’t. Listen to me.’ Seddon spoke with sincerity. ‘Solicitors are not always versed in the purism of art. But if my firm doesn’t handle this will, somebody else is going to, and probably after a lot of embarrassing publicity to one of the most important families in Scotland. You know, do you, that Salieri was supposed to have confessed to poisoning Mozart, and made attempts to seduce his wife, Constanze?’


‘Christ, man, where are you going now? You’re back in the eighteenth bloody century!’


Seddon lifted the brief-case. ‘It’s all in here. Even your date of birth is in the will.’


There was a silence of noise and discord. People were coming up to the bar.


‘How . . . how did you get my address?’


Seddon shrugged and sipped his whisky. The younger man said:


‘You’ve been to Duke Street, haven’t you . . .?’


‘Yes. And that’s mentioned in the will as well.’


‘And talked to my housekeeper.’


‘Actually, your housekeeper was away. One of the servants gave me your Biggin Hill address. Your mother, the Princess, is out of the country.’


‘Keep away from my mother or I’ll bloody kill you!’


‘You really are the most pugnacious beneficiary it has been my sadness to meet,’ said Seddon, drolly. ‘What do I do with this eighty thousand?’


‘Tell her to stuff it.’ McAndrew left him, pushing through the growing press of people.


The solicitor followed him to the door.


Here a young girl was standing.


Her name was Hilary and she was wearing the uniform of the W.A.A.F.


She was chattering vivaciously to an escort, a somewhat languid young man with a stoop, meanwhile flashing glances in McAndrew’s direction.


‘Is tonight on, then?’ McAndrew asked her.


She averted her face, whispering as Seddon went past, ‘Well yes, Johnny, but I’ve got to get rid of Stephen. I can’t just . . .’


‘Yes you can. If you don’t, I will. See you here tonight at seven-thirty for dinner.’


‘And what about this, then?’ interjected Seddon, tapping his brief-case.


McAndrew swung to him.


‘Do I have to keep telling you? Do what you like with it, will and testament. This time tomorrow we may all be dead.’


‘That,’ said Seddon, ‘is a distinct possibility,’ and he walked through the foyer entrance.


The commissionaire said as the air-raid siren wailed, ‘Why not wait a bit, sir? You’d be safer under cover ’till we know what’s happening . . .’


‘That’s all right, old man,’ said Seddon. ‘My office is only across the way.’


The bomb dropped, said the commissionaire later, just as the poor gentleman reached the Strand. ‘Honest to God, sir, it seemed to fall right on top of him. I remember him, you see, because he was carrying this brief-case.’ He touched it with his foot.










Book Two










Chapter 2


1896


Outside the gate of the Hendon Annual Camp, Headquarters of the 53rd Medium Brigade R.A., forty-four years before the preceding event, a small group of people had gathered with ghoulish expectation; akin to the curiosity, James Alexander McAndrew said later, of those awaiting an official execution.


Gunner McAndrew was about to be drummed out of the Royal Artillery.


 


Beyond the walls of the barracks, the evening sun swept distant London spires; cavalcades of light lit the barrack square with each fresh rush of the sun.


All that day it had rained.


Imprisoned in the guard room, McAndrew had heard it beating on the corrugated iron roof like castanets. Now, lying on the floor of the cell with his feet cocked up on a chair, he heard his brigade resounding with dusk activity.


In his stolen cloak of a hussar around his shoulders, a broad-rimmed hat upon his head and a cheroot in his mouth, he listened to stamping feet and barked commands with bored equanimity, glancing up as the cell door opened. The guard bombardier said:


‘You’ll bloody get it when they see you in that rig-out, McAndrew.’


‘Also you, my Sassenach friend,’ said McAndrew.


‘Breaking out of barracks is one thing,’ said the bombardier, ‘breaking into a regimental museum is another, ye know. It’s a punishable offence. And the sergeant-major’s in hospital, too, poor sod.’


‘You shouldn’a let me go,’ replied McAndrew. ‘Ye left the door open and it were a terrible temptation. And the sergeant-major put his chin up.’


‘You big Scottish whore,’ said the bombardier. ‘I’ll be busted for this, you know.’


‘Count yourself lucky. They’ll hang me, the bastards.’


‘No more’n you bloody deserve,’ said the bombardier. ‘B.C. for Bad Character. Thirty year ago you’d have been branded, you realise?’


‘They can do it now, providing it ain’t on me arse.’


‘God help us. The army’s better off without you.’


‘The feeling’s mutual,’ replied McAndrew. ‘Now shift yersel’, for I’m getting me feet up.’


‘By the left, who do ye think you are? Lieutenant bloody Fireworker?’


‘Now you’re talking, for he were a man,’ said McAndrew, ‘not a narrow-gutted apology for one like you. Bugger off, or I’ll kick your arse from here to Madras.’


The guard bombardier said, ‘If we was on active service, I’d ’ave you, McAndrew. I’d bring the guard in ’ere and we’d work you over.’


‘Violence, is it?’ said McAndrew, starting forward. ‘Away, ye scoot, or I’ll be out there and do the bloody lot of ye in peace time.’ Lifting a hip-flask he drained it and tossed it to the bombardier. ‘Take this or they’ll ’ave that on your two-five-two as well.’ He began to sing then, a bass roar of a song, beating time with it by stamping on the floor.


 


‘Fifty lashes they give me for selling me coat.


Fifty for selling me blanket.


If ever I list for a sojer again,


May the Devil promote me to sergeant.’


 


‘Gawd, hark at that,’ said the bombardier to the guard. ‘Drunken bugger. Get us all hung, he will, breakin’ outa’ barracks. Desertion, drunk and disorderly, striking a superior officer. I tell ye, in all my time, I never met a man like him.’


‘Long service, bad stations, good beer and wicked women, Bomber,’ said a soldier. ‘That’s my trouble, too.’


‘And no lip from you, either. Get on wi’ ye brassing.’


‘Mind you, he didn’t half land the sergeant-major one. I never did see a chap done better.’


McAndrew was now singing a song of incredible vulgarity.


‘Gawd help us,’ said the bombardier. ‘Just ’ark at him! How long is it till morning?’


‘Twelve hours and the orderly officer.’ The soldier lay back on his palliasse with his hands folded under his head. McAndrew roared:


 


‘He were known as Sergeant Who


And a yellow bastard, too.


He were hotter than a regimental Hell


And because of foolish pranks


He were drummed out of the ranks


And the colonel’s daughter bedded him as well.


As he crossed the barrack square


Ten defaulters stripped him bare . . .’


 


‘Cor, bloody hell,’ said the soldier. ‘He can’t sing that to the orderly officer.’


‘Can’t he? You listen,’ replied the bombardier.


 


In the morning the sun rose with a new and violent splendour.


McAndrew awoke; sober, he sniffed at the air coming through the cell window, bringing to his nostrils the chaotic perfumes of crushed flowers. Smiling, eyes closed, he tried to identify them. Beyond the brick and concrete jungle that was London the woods would be in full bloom now, he thought; primrose and the early orchid, wood-sorrel and cuckoo-pint; in his mind’s eye he saw them, and rose on an elbow, staring about him. Staggering up, McAndrew battered on the cell door with a huge fist. ‘Open up!’


‘What for?’


‘I need a leak. A prisoner’s entitled to a slash, ye know.’


‘Tie a knot in it,’ said the bombardier.


 


Later, when the sun was high, McAndrew gripped the bars of the cell and looked out over the square.


Here was a dress rehearsal of the drumming out ceremony. Soldiers with fixed bayonets were lined up in a double rank that stretched from the saluting base to the gate.


‘What’s happening out there, Bomber?’ shouted McAndrew.


‘They’re goin’ to do you, mate, that’s what’s happening.’


‘Is this the rehearsal?’


‘It’s the real thing, boyo. Half an hour hence you’ll be off my hands and down on your arse.’


‘The brutal buggers. Whose this comin’, then?’


‘It’s the provost-sergeant. Now straighten up, McAndrew; we all got to serve in this sodding army till ye gets your ticket. Come on now, I’m the fella who gets the boot, remember?’


‘Ach, you’re right, son, I’ll do me best,’ said McAndrew. He was standing to attention as the cell door swung open.


‘God help us. What’s he doing dressed like that?’ gasped the provost-sergeant. Bucolic, breathing heavily from his square exertions, he was pointing at McAndrew’s hussar tunic with its layers of gold braid and buttons.


‘Last night he got into the regimental museum, Sarge. Thought you was told,’ said the bombardier, trembling to attention.


‘You thought I was told?’ The sergeant slowly swung to him. ‘But I was not told, see? You thought wrong, didn’t you, bombardier!’ The sergeant’s voice rose. ‘The brigade’s waiting. The colonel’s waiting! Do I have to take the prisoner out like that? Number 5357, Gunner McAndrew of the 53rd Medium. Is that you?’


‘Yes, sir!’


‘Breaking into a regimental museum, eh? That’s another charge you’ll ’ave to reckon with. Fall in behind the escort, man. Move. Move!’ The provost-sergeant whispered to the bombardier, ‘My God, young fella, I’m goin’ to see to you.’ He strode out, his black-bulled ammunition boots thumping after McAndrew and his escort guard. ‘Left, right, left, right, left. Quicken it up, move, move!’


A pigeon, watching from a high vantage point on the barrack clock tower, saw the provost-sergeant driving McAndrew before him with a guard either side, to the square saluting base. Here the commanding officer stood with his aide.


‘Oh my God, what have we here?’ asked the colonel.


‘Gunner McAndrew, sir. For drumming out, sir,’ said the captain.


‘But dressed up as a ruddy hussar?’


The aide’s expression fell. ‘I’ll . . . I’ll make enquiries, sir.’


‘I should do that, if I were you,’ said the colonel.


‘It appears, sir,’ said the captain, his ear inclined to the provost-sergeant, ‘that the regimental museum has been broken into . . .’


‘So it seems,’ replied the colonel. ‘The prisoner is copying Lieutenant-Fireworker West of the Madras Artillery. Monday the 23rd of August, 1769. His knowledge of military history appears appropriate, to say the least. The intention, you may now be aware, is to extract urine from the military establishment. Halter him and march him through the ranks. Details of his crime to be read at every thirty paces. Remove the cockade hat from his head and knock that bloody cheroot out of his mouth.’ The colonel’s monocle dropped from his eye.


‘Yes, sir.’ said the aide.


‘And report to me afterwards in my office.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘God Almighty,’ added the colonel. ‘He’s got enough gold braid across the front of him to blunt the regimental scissors.’ His toothbrush moustache bristled. ‘God preserve me from the antics of educated bloody soldiery.’


 


Silence, now broken only by bawled commands and the stamping of boots.


McAndrew stood below the saluting base, looking down the double rank of soldiers. With a rope halter around his neck he was unaware of others, for he was watching a bird; a linnet, was it? No, just a sparrow; perched on the ridge of the married pads quarters.


‘Prisoner ready for drumming out, sir,’ yelled the provost-sergeant in a shrill falsetto.


With pale faces the soldiers of the 53rd stared doggedly to their front.


‘Carry on, please, Sergeant,’ said the aide.


 


His presence in this place was of indifference to McAndrew.


Soon, he was thinking, now that it was April, summer would come flying in to the Yorkshire dales; the mountains of Wales, to which he would inevitably go, would be lying on their backs, winking at the sun.


And the blossom-lined avenues of the Parisian boulevards, gay with the coloured dresses of women in summer, also beckoned him with humanity’s warmth.


His friends would be in their appointed places – Rosa Florence (a tinker girl of untold generosity . . .) would be with the caravans along the Usk near Abergavenny: Miss Pan and Conrad, equally deranged, would be wandering the grounds of Atopia House up in Yorkshire – always his second home when in search for freedom. And . . . (he remembered this with a sudden surge of trepidation . . .) the mural he was painting on the wall of Uncle Dumb’s banqueting hall up there was still unfinished . . . an outraged Uncle Dumb was extremely hard to handle.


But better still, thought McAndrew, Henri, his beloved Toulouse-Lautrec – artist and friend – would be waiting for him in the Moulin Rouge – if only he could rid himself of this man’s soddin’ army.


Why he’d joined the outfit in the first place was now beyond him, thought McAndrew.


 


A lark was singing above the barrack square and he turned up his face to the sun.


A lark such as this, thought he, would be singing above the turrets of Atopia House, above the gay Parisian boulevards, above the caravan of Rosa Florence – his immediate thought. It was nearly a week since he’d had a woman, and the situation was becoming intolerable. And, on his way to her – before jumping a ship down in Wales for Montmartre again, he would drown his teeth in some ale – quarts at the Bell, at the Black Boar and whisky at the Bear, Crickhowell, where he had a soft spot for the landlady’s daughter.


Yet, despite his attempts to philosophise the situation there grew within McAndrew a strange sadness at leaving the army.


 


In the barrack rooms, he thought (sod the Officers’ Mess) lay unequalled comradeship. The spit and polish button-sticks, bull-blooded boots and boning of toe-caps, though an anathema to him, snatched him up into the universal, blind acceptance of military discipline.


The bawdy ballads, many Kiplingesque, of the barrack rooms; the Crown and Anchor boards, Pitch and Toss, with Urq the Firk and Bloop (Bill Hooper), Evil Eye Evans of Penrith and Ponce Heldanby (a pugilist) playing hell down the Blood Tub boozer on a Saturday night – all fashioned nostalgia into something akin to love . . .


There was Gunner Jenkinsop (the kidney-wiper) for instance, in the next bed-space – his charm lay in large privates and an idiocy of innocence – Jenkinsop, whom the M.O. greeted with down-cast eyes (the inspecting doctors never looked up on short-arm inspections) and a muttered ‘Good morning, Jenkinsop’.


There was Ianto Rumblebum, of Swansea, who performed most beautifully on the piccolo . . . Baccy Buntin, who, now paying six affiliation orders, reckoned that all his lovers were expecting before he met them, and Randy Raper, who was changing his name by deed poll, having ambitions for the Church . . . also Alfie Gillie, the Edinburgh Scot who claimed he’d slept with Queen Victoria.


Thought McAndrew, I could go on and on and on . . . God, he was goin’ to miss ’em . . .


 


The lark began joyously to sing again, but its song was cut short by the ceremonial crashing of drums and fifes.


A command rang out. The double rank of waiting soldiers turned inward; a unison crashing of boots that brought McAndrew back to the present. The provost-sergeant clattered up, his chest pigeoned with medals, his boots, polished with ox-blood, their blaikies loose and metallically crashing on to the tarmac. He shrieked: ‘Escort to the rear. Prisoner and escort, quick march!’


The drums and fifes of the 53rd struck up ‘The Rogue’s March’.


Led by the provost-sergeant, McAndrew, still haltered, was marched down the avenue of rigid soldiers.


‘Halt!’


With a paper in his hand, the provost-sergeant turned about and fiercely cried: ‘Number 5357 Gunner James Alexander McAndrew. Accused and convicted on the 10th of March 1890 of two months and eleven days desertion. Drunk and disorderly on two occasions between July and September 1892. Sentenced to a total of a hundred and twenty lashes.’


There was a silence. Then the lark began to sing again.


McAndrew was remembering that first desertion.


 


There was a wildness in the Brecon Beacons that called to him in springtime.


There, in summer, the brooks sparkled like Moselle wine, and all was bee-hum.


Once he had met a shepherdess alone on the hills. Her arms, bare to the elbows, were honey-coloured; the dress she wore had been inflated by nature to exactly the right proportions. Making love to her, he remembered, was like worshipping a nun in a flower shop.


‘Take that smile off your face, McAndrew.’


The sergeant stamped about, shouting: ‘Another thirty paces. Quick march!’


And the drums and fifes struck up again. With his rope halter dangling, McAndrew went, thumped from behind.


‘Halt!’


The provost-sergeant bawled, his face beet-red and sweating ale:


‘Arrested in France. Sentenced for desertion to sixteen hours field punishment and fifty lashes. Sentenced to a further hundred lashes for six months’ desertion – arrested in Paris in September of last year . . .’


Approaching McAndrew the sergeant halted, seized the plaited gold braid of the stolen hussar’s tunic and began to tear it off, throwing it over his shoulder.


Ach! – but it was worth it, thought McAndrew. Those months of freedom with the great Henri Toulouse-Lautrec in Montmartre, were the best months of his life.


The sun blazed down on to the barrack square, the lark sang; there was now no other sound but the wheezes and gasps of the provost-sergeant, as he tore at McAndrew’s cross-braid and epaulettes, but McAndrew was not really there.


He was strolling, in his mind, down Rue de Steinkerque with Henri, and exhibiting his canvases in the square off Rue Norvins.


The giant Scot McAndrew, the dwarfish Frenchman Toulouse-Lautrec, the darling of the Moulin Rouge, walking together in the sun . . .


 


‘Mon ami,’ Henri had said, ‘you will never make an artist if you insist on being taught!’


The tiny man opened his hands. ‘You have great ability – all right, but do not tamper with it. Did Leonardo de Vinci take private instruction? Balls! He did not!’


‘It’s all right for you, because you’ve achieved it,’ protested McAndrew. ‘D’ye know I haven’t earned ten francs in a fortnight? But you . . .!’


‘Yes, I earn now, my friend, but only after a struggle! All art struggles! To starve is the destiny of artists. All right, all right!’ continued Henri. ‘Go to school – go to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts – even go to Cormon’s school, as I did once – and you might become a Bonnat. I will even pay for such an education! Think of it, Big One! A painter of Kings and millionaires – is there an easier way to earn one’s money? Except upon one’s back? At least a good whore gives something in return. Now then, if you were a Princeteau . . .’


‘If I were a Princeteau or a John Lewis Brown, I’d not be askin’ your help, ye bloody little fool,’ said McAndrew.


‘It is you who is the fool!’ replied Henri, and stopped amid the rushing bustle of Steinkerque and prodded McAndrew in the stomach. ‘You, my stupid friend, are the centipede who stopped beneath a tree, and said to the tortoise, “Just think of it, my slow and clumsy tortoise – you possess four legs yet you can scarcely walk. I possess a hundred. What precision from God! Consider, my lumbering comrade, the nerve construction required to govern my movements! The million messages that flash to my brain, every time I take a step.” ’


Henri stared up at McAndrew from his bulbous face, raised his top hat to a passing flower-seller, thumbed his prod-nose at a passing gentry carriage, and added:


‘ “Consider me well, my friend,” said the centipede, “for I am the most excellent of God’s handiwork. Allow me to explain the marvellous intricacy of my engineering . . .” ’


Henri grinned up at McAndrew. ‘And, after explaining this, the centipede raised his hat and prepared to leave, then found he was paralysed by uncertainty.’


The day was hot with bustle and sun; Paris was in her flowering mood of summer. The windows of pretty Rue de Steinkerque, the brothel quarter haunted by Toulouse-Lautrec, lent their flower-box perfumes to the Apache stinks of Montmartre.


Henri added, ‘Soon the gendarmes will catch you in any case, so why worry about your art? They will catch you and send you back to the English army, which is the place, mon ami, for artists who desire to be instructed. What more can I say?’


McAndrew wiped his sweating face. ‘Mark, Mary and Joseph, mun! It’s bloody good for you isn’t it!’


‘All right, all right! Do not swear at me!’ The tiny man patted and cajoled McAndrew. ‘Or soon I will be in tears.


‘Listen to me – draw, draw, draw! Paint, paint, paint – and it will come, you hear me? Open your heart, your soul, open your eyes – abandon technique, forget stylised line – stop thinking about it, Big One! Do not consider it, do not tamper with it! The gift is yours, it comes from the womb – let the womb do the drawing – bright, bright colours, yellow for womb blood, pink for trees! – were not van Gogh’s cypresses purple? Listen to me, Big One! The moment the artist stops to think, his art is lost! Like the centipede. Next time I draw a woman’s breast I am putting no nipple on it. Voila!’


‘You’re mad!’ said McAndrew, and Henri Toulouse-Lautrec emptied small hands at him, smiling up, his pincenez perched on the end of his nose.


‘Monsieur, you flatter me with your caprices, so continue with your stupid conventions and fail to be an artist.’


‘But the font of life . . . without a nipple? It would not be possible . . .!’


‘I refuse to accept this nipple,’ said Henri. ‘A billion people call it the font of life; I shall not. A nipple the font of life?’


‘Ach, I’ll never get the hang o’ this,’ said McAndrew.


‘In future, also, all my pigs will carry umbrellas and wear black boots.’


‘I still say you’re mad!’


Henri bowed to him.


 


‘Halt!’ screamed the provost-sergeant, returning McAndrew to reality.


The drums and fifes were silent on the barrack square. The sun burned down, and the sergeant chopped and tore at what was left of McAndrew’s hussar uniform, and, as he did this, whispered: ‘You bastard, McAndrew, we’re glad to be rid of you, you and your bloody drawings.’


‘Ach, you’re bein’ awful unkind to me,’ said McAndrew.


‘Right! Quick march!’


The band struck up again, and again McAndrew marched down the ranks of soldiers towards the barrack gate. A little drummer-boy, his face pale with fright, was standing by the barrack gate to which McAndrew was marching. Poor little sod, he thought.


‘Halt!’ The sergeant shrieked, reading from his charge sheet:


‘Desertion again in January this year. Arrested in Yorkshire. Selling his kit and blanket. Drawing on walls – defacing government property; breaking into a regimental museum, stealing a hussar uniform and striking a superior officer.


‘Sentenced to be discharged from the army with ignominy.’


The band blared again.


With his hussar’s tunic hanging in ribbons went McAndrew, until he reached the barrack gate.


There he was momentarily held until a well placed boot by the drummer-boy sent him sprawling into the gutter.


‘And don’t show hide or hair o’ yourself round ’ere no more!’ yelled the sergeant. ‘Not never again – no more!’


The gates slammed shut.


 


After a moment or two McAndrew raised his head.


A white bull-terrier was sitting within a yard of him; dishevelled, bitten, covered with mud, it regarded McAndrew with a quizzical stare.


From a little knot of watching people, an old man called:


‘You want to keep clear o’ that one, mister – he’s bad company. Wanted for murder in three countries, I heard say. You got trouble enough.’


McAndrew rose, brushing himself down. The dog stared up at him.


‘Away, ye daft thing.’ McAndrew swept the dog away with his foot.


‘He boozes, too,’ said the old man. ‘They just flung him out o’ the Coach and Horses.’


‘Is that a fact.’ said McAndrew of the dog. ‘Ye sup ale, too, is it? D’ye fancy a pint just now, son?’


The bull-terrier licked its lips.


‘Away, then,’ said McAndrew, ‘and we’ll see what we can do for ye. When did you eat last, for instance?’


The bull-terrier wagged its tail.


‘Almost human, ain’t he?’ exclaimed the man, delighted.


‘Don’t insult the bloody dog,’ said McAndrew.


 


As he walked clear of the town, and with the dog swaying at his heels, McAndrew glared at the sky, and said: ‘Ye made a right cock o’ that now, didn’t ye? Didn’t I tell ye I wanted to stay in the Gunners a bit longer? No money! In future we’ll have this on a purely business basis.’


He looked over his shoulder at the dog lagging behind. ‘As for you, you’re drunk, ye boozy ponce. Come on!’










Chapter 3


There was a tinker girl McAndrew knew.


Her name was Rosa and she came with the caravans every springtime to a field in Govilon on the canal, for the annual Gilwern Fair. McAndrew had the Fair in mind for pugilists attended it, the thick-eared community of the Welsh valleys, and he had an eye on a sovereign or two bare-knuckle.


For the past six days he had marched from Hendon to Wales.


He had marched at a military pace, a hundred and twenty strides to the minute and ten minutes rest in every hour. He went with his head back, his chest out and his arms swinging, and he sang as he marched, the bawdy songs of the barrack rooms where he had spent his youth. He shouted greetings to birds, he discussed the weather with watching cows. The sun was in his stomach, he used to say, and his belly was in his boots. At night he slept in barns and under hedges, making his camp fires by the roadside, sweeping and rough digging for pin-money, begging when there was none.


The dog, always behind him, trotted with the desultory mood of one who has no option. He ate when McAndrew ate and slept when he slept, within the warmth of his coat with his muzzle against his master’s face.


McAndrew was still thinking of Rosa Florence when he came to the Bell, near Crickhowell, six days later. Light and smoke struck him as he pushed open the door of the public house with the dog in his arms.


 


Here, in the four-ale, were drinking the old poachers of the Usk, men who could ease a salmon out of the river without a ripple. The bailiff of the nearby Sandeman estate was here, swallowing port alone in a corner. Here bewhiskered labourers rubbed shoulders with gentry, who largely used the private bar called Gentlemen’s Relish. In another corner a melodeon was playing accompaniment to a fiddler who was sawing out a merry Irish tune, and a bent old navvy from the Crumlin viaduct was clog-dancing in the middle of the floor, slopping his ale.


McAndrew quietly closed the four-ale door, turned, and entered the door for gentlemen.


 


Here a solitary customer was sitting on a high stool at the bar; a tiny misshapen crow of a man dressed in black from head to foot, and with a flat straw hat perched on the back of his head.


Jean Pierre, known in the south as the French Dwarf, raised heavily-lidded eyes to the mirror over the bar as McAndrew came in.


‘ ‘Evening.’


The little man did not reply.


For a sailor he was a long way inland, come to visit his sister who had married a Welsh blacksmith. The dwarf’s ship, the Marie Prey, was loading coal at Barry docks; within a day she was due out for Brittany. Meanwhile, Jean Pierre was watching the plump, white arms of the landlord’s daughter who was serving in the four-ale; he could see her reflection through the adjoining hatch.


 


Through the crooked, clandestine years Jean Pierre had known few women. But, if the Marie Prey put into Brest this spring, he reflected as McAndrew joined him at the bar, there would be such a girl awaiting him; she, Mignon Marat, ignored his ugliness, finding in his love a symmetry and grace. True, once she had rejected him for a penniless poet who showed her neither respect nor concern, so Jean Pierre had tracked and killed the poet, and Mignon, his wayward lover, pined for but a few weeks.


‘ ‘Evening, mister,’ said McAndrew again.


The dwarf lowered his glass of absinthe. His small eyes, one crossed, moved in the vestal whiteness of his thickened features. The landlord appeared before them both, a lanky, skeletal man whose eyes stared from the bony quiet of his face.


‘What can I do for you?’


‘You can settle an argument, me sweet man,’ replied McAndrew.


The eyes of the dwarf flickered with interest. McAndrew said, ‘In the four-ale next door there’s a fella who claims there’s two gills to a pint.’


‘Two to the half-pint, Mister. Eight to the quart, thirty-two to the gallon.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Sixteen year I’ve been in this trade, and some of them north of the border, where you come from. Tell him that from me.’


‘Hold it here while I settle the fella’s hash.’ With the dog held against him McAndrew went through the porch to the bar next door.


‘Will ye drink with me, son?’ he asked the Irish fiddler.


‘With the devil, if he pays.’ The man fiddled on; the navvy dancer, with his mug held high, went in a circle while the customers clapped the time.


‘Two pints, please,’ said McAndrew to the landlord’s daughter, and her chin went up and she looked him over. She thought she’d never seen a man as handsome, with his bright hair and face tanned by the sun.


‘Ach, you’re a beautiful creature’ said McAndrew, leaning. ‘I’ve never seen such a lovely girl in a day’s march, then some. By the way, the drinks are on the landlord,’ and the girl shouted over her shoulder:


‘Is this all right, Pa? Two?’ And McAndrew thrust his head through the hatch, crying:


‘Two, landlord – that right? The foreigner in here still won’t believe it.’


The landlord, talking to Jean Pierre, nodded a smile.


‘You’m lucky,’ said the girl. ‘I’ve never known him give a pint away, let alone quarts.’


‘And you’re a darling thing, me pretty little Welsh. This is the best pub between here and Princes Street.’


‘Is one o’ them for me?’ asked the Irish fiddler, seeing two glasses.


‘Hop it, ye big Irish yob, before I bloody kill ye,’ said McAndrew, and he drained one of the mugs and put the other on the floor for the dog.


Jean Pierre, his glass against his lips, watched through the hatch.


Later, out on the Abergavenny road when the moon was high, McAndrew strode out down the lane on a short cut to Gilwern and the Spring Fair, for there was money to be earned knocking out the pugilists.


 


On the way to Gilwern fields, he entered an allotment, plucked a little beetroot out of the ground and put it into his pocket. For one who would cartoon for a living, it was fruit of some importance . . .


The Bridgend Inn, when he reached it with Caesar, was jam-packed to the doors with railway tradesmen. McAndrew had almost to fight his way to a corner, such was the confusion of tables and bodies, and he lifted a quart pewter from under a navvy’s nose as he went, blew off the froth and drank deep.


 


These were the railwaymen of Crawshay Bailey’s greedy empire of iron, but whose genius had built the famous railway (of University doggerel) from Brynmawr to Monmouth, and all the trades were there in the Bridgend Inn that night, and mostly Irish (McAndrew knew this) gaugers, wheel-tappers, ballasters and platelayers – men who, ‘end-on’, could lay a mile of the standard four-foot a day.


Now, their ten hours labouring finished, they jostled around the bar-counter where the fat landlord and his spinster, floss-headed daughter poured the quarts.


In a corner, McAndrew took the beetroot out of his pocket and crushed it in one big hand, letting the scarlet juice run through his fingers into the half-filled pot: ale and beet he stirred with a finger to the colour of blood, and an Irish voice suddenly cried:


‘Arrah! Where’s me bloody ale then?’


The men turned in surly banter. ‘Ye’ve drunk it, mun!’


‘I have not! It was under me blutty nose scarce a moment back!’


‘Did the bulldog sup it? I saw one come in just now!’


‘Aw, no!’ said McAndrew, coming up with the pewter. ‘Did some fella steal your ale! Ach, for God’s sake, that’s a dreadful thing to do,’ and he crossed himself.


‘What you got there, then, stranger?’ This from a Connemara gnome less than five feet high, and in him stared the hungers of Cromwell.


‘Port and lemon, my son,’ replied McAndrew.


‘Holy Mother,’ said the gnome. ‘The ponces are with us – port and lemon, for God’s sake!’


‘Me ale was here not a second back, I tell ye!’ cried the first man, aggrieved. ‘On me mither’s grave, I’d scarce got it to me teeth, so I hadn’t, and up comes some whore’s aunt and bloody lifts it.’


‘Ach, there’s little honour in the world these days,’ said McAndrew. ‘Sure to God, I’d be buyin’ ye another, if I possessed the makings.’


‘Who the hell are you, then?’


‘I’m the priest o’ Crow Head, off Bantry, and I’ll bother ye to moderate ye language, my son.’


‘Holy Mother – a priest, is it!’ The man removed his hat.


‘In that rig-out, beggin’ ye pardon, Holy Father?’ whispered another.


‘Aye, well, me parish is small,’ said McAndrew, in a fine Irish brogue, ‘so I’m on the road, d’ye see. I’m a seller o’ coloured Bibles for the poor – and didn’t the good Lord Himself have nothin’ more’n a rag to cover His decency . . .?’


The conversation was dying.


‘That He did not, Father. Ach, that’s for sure!’


‘There’s only me and me wee dog in the world, ye see,’ said McAndrew. ‘So to quench the dust o’ the road, we just slipped in for a port and lemon, ye understand, and a bowl of water for the poor beast, I’d be obliged to ye.’


Caesar sniffed at the water the landlord’s daughter hurriedly brought, and turned away, disgusted.


The conversation had started up again. More men were thronging in, hammering the bar for ale, and a man shrieked, falsetto:


‘Will ye moderate ye language ye damned big apes, for we’re blessed wi’ the presence of a man o’ the cloth!’ He crossed himself. ‘Are ye travellin’ hard then, Father?’


‘I’m spreadin’ the Word, me son,’ said McAndrew.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw Caesar, paws on a table, lapping up a platelayer’s ale, and inwardly cursed him. ‘In a manner o’ speaking, I’ve come to bless the pub, so I have,’ and he cleared a space facing the bar, and with the quart pot in his left hand began to draw on the wall.


‘Holy God,’ whispered a navvy, ‘just look!’


 


The face of a young girl was taking shape on the wall.


Under McAndrew’s dripping fingers, she grew in scarlet on the white-wash.


He painted with his fingers, inscribing quick arcs, dipping into the pot; sometimes using the back of his hand, sometimes the front, each finger moving independently, to quicken the effect, and the beefy landlord cried:


‘Be Jesus! What’s he up to? He’s defacin’ the bloody premises!’ and he opened the flap of the bar, struggling through the crowded room, but his daughter shouted:


‘Oh, Feyther, leave him, for God’s sake – look! Look!’


The noise of the public bar quietened to a whisper, then hushed into silence.


There was no sound now but the brushing of McAndrew’s fingers.


And there was growing upon the whitewashed wall a woman of full size and great beauty.


Her face, in scarlet, was oval, and of dignity: her red lips were parted in a smile. Her eyes, large and slanted in her high-boned, clearly Jewish face, held the luminous quality of absolute peace: serenity lay in every contour of her expression.


And, even as all there watched, their drinks lowered, so the portrait grew in shape before them. The profound vision, appearing so magically in their midst, stilled their tongues.


The fat landlord, now behind McAndrew as he worked, was staring with incredulity.


For there came from the face on the wall something greater than mere beauty: it touched their Celtic blood with poetry: a sudden purity that banished the blasphemy of their existence.


A man said in the silence, his voice a whisper: ‘Dear God, it’s me darlin’ departed . . . me sweet Kathleen . . .’


McAndrew worked on swiftly, his hand now inscribing scarlet robes. The woman’s arms were bare and lying across her breast, as if in prayer. Now McAndrew stooped, the better to capture her form, drawing with quick curves, the slim waist and hips, the folds of her gown right down to her feet.


Full height now, she held herself erect, smiling into the room, and the men gasped.


McAndrew was now upon his knees, working at her feet.


‘God Almighty,’ said a man. ‘She lives!’


With the pewter-pot on the table now, McAndrew painted with both hands, and life came to the face he smoothed and touched; the dark-shadowed eyes, the hollows of her cheeks, and her hair, bright scarlet, fell in swathes over her shoulders.


‘Who is it?’ asked a man, but they knew who it was, and McAndrew said, as he worked:


‘I kissed the ring o’ the Bishop of Derry, and I took the cloth in that town. But He called me to a trade, and I walked the roads of County Connaught. Aye . . .!’ and he worked on deftly, ‘I travelled the roads in search of good works, and one day met a woman in the mountains, and she says to me, she says: ‘To you, my son, I will grant a gift. That ye take me from this place and fashion me before the heathen, for drink is the Devil Incarnate and a curse to decent women. It degenerates the man, it bruises the faces of his children. So put me on the walls of the publicans and sinners . . .” ’ and the landlord cried:


‘Spare us, Father! Would ye have me life-blood? Ye’ll be takin’ me living, so you will.’


‘God bless the Pope,’ whispered a man, ‘I’ll never touch another drop . . .’


McAndrew was drawing a baby in the woman’s arms; this done, he reached up and inscribed around her head a scarlet halo.


‘Heaven be praised!’ said a Dublin voice, ‘It’s the Mother and Child,’ and he knelt.


 


There was no sound now but breathing and the uneasy shuffling of boots in saw-dust. And then the landlord’s daughter cried, harshly: ‘Will ye kneel, you lot? Ye numb-skull cursed heathen? D’ye realise we’re in the presence of the Deity?’


One by one, they knelt, and those who did not wish to kneel, put down their drinks, and left.


While the prayers were being said, and after he had collected three and sixpence, McAndrew went quietly around the tables finishing their beer.


Caesar was flat on his back outside in the yard, paws up, sleeping it off, when McAndrew reached him. He said: ‘In future, ye stupid nut, will ye lay off the ale till I give ye the word? Five minutes back in there ye nearly put a bloody end to us.’


 


Always in April the tinker caravans would come to the Govilon field and sit in a circle around a bonfire. Unsteady on his feet, McAndrew could hear the laughing of children and the squalling of the babies who came nineteen to the dozen.


He envied these dark-skinned people their communal freedom. Nothing pleased him more than to see their hooped caravans wending in a line across the dull forbidding country and hear the clip-clopping of their little New Forest ponies.


They claimed an aristocratic origin, these tinker folk, the remnants of a dispossessed nobility; their smooth classical features giving the lie to a riff-raff of the road.


And Rosa, now aged twenty, was the epitome of her race, with her delicate face and fine, black hair.


Now, as he strode along, McAndrew hoped she would be as generous as she had been twice before – and would be, he acknowledged, were she not pledged. Were she pledged then his visit would be a waste of time, for there was none more virtuous than a tinker maid with a tinker lover in the offing.


McAndrew wanted a woman. His affection for women moved within him like an elegant ceremony. Rosa Florence, he thought, could please him most of all.


The full moon was blazing down on the narrow road; the fields either side of the Usk River gleamed white, each grass blade tipped with a diamond of light. Aware that the dog was no longer following him, he stopped and turned. The animal was staggering, its legs buckling.


‘Aye, it’s a good sup of the hops ye get in Wales, and I agree with ye,’ said McAndrew. Bending, he picked up the dog. ‘After a month or two wi’ me, son, you’ll learn how to carry your ale.


‘What shall we call you, eh? Would Caesar suit you, little fella?’


The dog’s eyes were shining in the light of the moon.


 


Man and dog heard the Spring Fair long before they came to Gilwern; the singing of the hurdy-gurdies, and saw the red flashes in the sky. Also, the ironworks was pouring up at Blaenafon, for the clouds were pulsating and glowing with light.


Breasting a rise, McAndrew smelled the tinkers’ caravans long before he saw them; the smouldering wood ash, the perfumes of the big cooking-pots that hung on tripods over the flames. The fattest leverets and rabbits found their way into a tinker’s larder.


Six caravans McAndrew saw, with the bonfire burning in the middle of the clearing and the sparks flying up, lighting crimson the faces of the tinkers squatting around. But the only tinker he had eyes for was Rosa.


How to tell of her, he thought, with only words to use?


She was sucking the thigh bone of a leveret, her head held back and her black hair ruffling in the wind. The flames of the fire painted red her high-boned face.


With the dog held against him he stood in the shadows, watching.


She was wearing a white blouse pulled in at the waist and beneath that a skirt; the skirt was stretched wide at the hem because she was squatting; her legs were raked to the fire, her knees cocked up.


But it was her eyes.


Often he wondered where she had gained such beauty, for her mother was a dump of a woman and her father, now dead, had the face of an ingratiating poodle.


There was a woman down at Barry; he had seen her last summer on the steamers with her father. She was small, well defined, and had the features of a delicately painted Chinese vase. She had been doing her books and arguing with an agent like a man, so he presumed that she was educated. One could take such a woman and pass on, he thought, leaving behind but the memory of relief. But not so with Rosa. Her instincts were those of an animal, fierce and uncontrolled; yet she possessed a sensitivity he had discovered in no other, a victim unprepared for the hurt.


Unease touched McAndrew into movement. Only a soiled specimen of life, he thought, would return. Rosa had given to him before, but now, no doubt, she was pledged.


Public opinion was wrong about the tinkers. Theirs was a high moral code. You could earn favours of a tinker girl with kindness but never money, he knew. Once they were pledged to marriage, there wasn’t enough gold to buy them.


 


Pinta, too old to die, was playing on his melodeon, his bearded face sunk low on his chest. Mr. Florence, the step-father of Rosa, was whittling pegs, and Evan Kinto, his cousin, was polishing a harness.


None of the men looked up as McAndrew approached; all had the ability to know a male presence without the use of eyes. The ponies and donkeys stood statuesque in the moonlight. Rosa leaped up.


‘Jim McAndrew! Jim!’


‘Siddle you down,’ said her mother and her hand fastened on Rosa’s wrist. ‘You’m pledged, remember?’


Other tinkers, men and women at the fire, went on eating as McAndrew and the dog approached. Mrs. Florence said, raising her walnut face out of her rags, ‘They got you in November, Scotsman, now its April. Are ye out for good?’


‘Aye, Missus, and back on the road,’ came the reply, but his eyes were on Rosa.


McAndrew squatted beside her and the terrier sat distantly.


‘Come and eat,’ said Rosa, and her mother took a bowl and filled it with broth from the cauldron, saying:


‘What you want with us, man? You anna tinker and you anna Romany. Reckon you come this way only when you got the moon in your pocket?’ She offered the bowl.


‘That’s right, Missus.’ In both hands McAndrew grasped the ribs of a ewe, sucking voraciously, tearing away the bones and throwing them to the dog. ‘All the chalked signs led me here,’ he said. ‘The Tramps’ Circuit knows the Gilwern Fair for sure.’


‘And you know that Rosa’s pledged? Did they chalk that up, too.’


He stopped eating and looked at Rosa. The girl said in halting explanation. ‘I got Tam Shenks, Jim. You remember the shoeing lad?’


‘God alive, couldn’t you have done better than that?’


‘Tam Shenks is tinkering, remember,’ said Mrs. Florence. ‘More’n you are, I say, you’m just rovering.’


McAndrew shrugged. ‘He’ll still be shoeing when he’s bloody ninety.’


‘Maybe, but I hopes you anna staying,’ said the woman bitterly. She tore the flesh from a bone and tossed the bone on to the fire and the fat flared, lighting her face.


She was young, with the face of age. Her first husband was dead, but when he was alive his hands bled with beating the donkeys, and she had learned in her girlhood to bite the cloth to save herself screaming when he was beating her. Most horse fair days it were worst, she used to say, when he came back on the ale and the horses gone to some far country. A man got to beat something, lest he anna human, the old ones said.


‘You don’t have to worry,’ said McAndrew, ‘I’m only passing through.’


‘That’s all right, then, for Rosa’s pledged, and she’s only a kid to you. Don’t you come here with a little shovel of ashes for her babbies, for that’s Tam Shenks’s ground, and all her tackles are his.’ She raised bagged eyes. ‘Leastwise, were her pa here he’d be givin’ you hard knocks for even callin’, ye understand that?’


‘Ach, still your tongue, I can take care of meself,’ said Rosa.


‘Right, but comb the meat out of him and I’ll tell your fancy chap, and he’ll beat the bones of ye black and blue – before wedding, never mind after.’


Rosa said, pouting at the moon, ‘Anyway, I don’t care so much about Tam Shenks now, I don’t.’


McAndrew, munching, gave her a grin. He nudged the old woman. ‘It’s not your Rosa I’m after, Mamie girl, its a size of your dead chap’s breeches and a decent coat to cover me.’


‘The army don’t do you much good with that.’ Rosa looked him over.


Her mother said, ‘Tell you what. If I rig ye, and no charge, do you promise to leave us in peace?’


‘I swear on the life of me mither.’


‘Where are ye bound?’


‘South Wales – to Barry and the ships.’


‘And never come back?’


‘Jesus, woman, do I have to cut my throat for ye?’ He snapped his fingers and the dog leaped into his arms, and he rose, looking down at them; the brightest eyes of all there were the eyes of Rosa.


‘I couldn’t wait for you, Jim,’ said she. ‘Honest, I tried.’


‘Five months? God, you didn’t waste much time.’


He wandered away into the shadows and Rosa joined him, saying, ‘It was me mam, really speaking. But he’s an enchantin’ chap is Tam Shenks, mind. Once he’s got his teeth under your jumper he holds real tight.’


‘He’ll sow you babies, you realise that.’


‘Aye, I do. But that’s what I’m made for, says me mither, to make babbies in the van on the nights of full moon.’


‘You’d not make babies with me,’ said McAndrew.


‘Mebbe, but ye’re rough with a girl,’ said Rosa, no higher than his shoulder. ‘You’re a boozing chap, you’m no good at tinkering. You canna spring a gin or cover bad spots on a horse’s teeth. I’d likely starve to death wi’ you.’


Her stepfather called from the bonfire, ‘If ye go to the Fair, come back early, remember. I’m not scratching me ears with midnight goings on, McAndrew.’


‘Sleep easy, old man.’


‘So you’re going?’ asked Rosa.


‘If your mam rigs me out, I’m away. A man’s a fool to stay when he’s not wanted. Where do you sleep these days?’


‘With Brookie, me brother, but when Tam and me are married, we’ll give him a penny and turn him out.’


‘I’ll give him sixpence tonight.’


‘Don’t you dare, ye wicked zoul!’


‘Och, I will. Rosa Florence is worth any man’s bob, never mind sixpence.’


‘Me mam has ears to hear dead grass growing. She knows the difference between lovering breathing and the scratching o’ goats.’


Unseen by the others, McAndrew held her.


He thought she was astonishingly young. And Rosa turned down her face from his mouth as if hatred of herself was moving within her. He said, ‘Just once more, for old time’s sake? I’ve never loved any girl but you, Rosa Florence.’


Last spring, in a wheatfield not yet born, he had made love to her in the rain. And the rain had tufted her hair, making her look like some small creature in alarm; there was about her a nymph-like beauty. Later, he was surprised that she had never made love before; her movements being filled with anxious desire, lying there beneath him while the rain dripped tearfully.


‘There now, Jim McAndrew, you’ve gone and done for me,’ she had said.


Later, her youthful ardour had tired him. Even the moon, he thought, seemed to be standing on its head; then he knew that her very immaturity had bored him. Making love to a child only reminded him of women.


‘I’ll come back,’ said McAndrew now.


‘Please don’t!’


‘I’ll go to the Fair and pick meself up a sovereign or two at the boxing booth, then I’ll come back.’


‘I’ll call for me mam, mind.’


‘I doubt it.’


‘You’m rough with a girl, Jim. Tam Shenks is easy. Last time me arms and legs were as black as a hawthorne bush . . .’


‘I’ll give your Brookie sixpence,’ said McAndrew.










Chapter 4


The morning was bright, with perfumes of spring in the April air, as McAndrew set off from Rosa’s caravan next day. With the bull-terrier trotting behind him he went, and there was a fine swinging gait in him as Rosa watched him go.


Her mood was a context of rage and joy, as, with her hand on the curtain of the caravan window, she watched McAndrew: the usual, absurd, cockerel-like male, she thought in tinker-tongue – full of arrogance, bound on drink and fornication.


Hands in pockets, McAndrew marched. Once clear of the tinkers’ camp, he began to whistle, his face cocked up to the early sun, his boots thumping a rhythm on the metalled road that led to Abergavenny. Rosa watched him until he was lost in distance, then gripped her hand and bowed her head.


His lovemaking had enveloped her: it had possessed the delicacy of a male tiger, giving nothing, taking all. Rosa wondered what she was going to tell Tam Shenks. Time might tell, she thought bitterly.


The door of the van opened and Brookie, her brother, entered. His grimy face was alive with smiles; his face, with teeth missing in front, leered up at her.


‘He give me threepence.’


‘Don’t you say anything,’ warned Rosa, and she reached out and gripped his arms. ‘You tell anyone he gave you money and I’ll damn fry you.’


‘What did you get?’ asked Brookie.


She did not reply at once, but looked through the window to the whiteness of the fields. The tops of the poplars on the westward road were ringed with sunlight. Faintly, in quick buffets of the wind, she could hear McAndrew whistling.


‘I got trouble,’ said Rosa.


 


In the clothes of Rosa’s dead father, McAndrew felt confident and renewed; a fine pair of corduroy breeches and woollen stockings under; his boots were his own, army issue and of Number One quality. The thick worsted jacket he wore now had seen better days, but upon his head was a bowler hat set at a jaunty angle.


True, he had not yet breakfasted, but there were ports of call well sign-posted by the élite of the Tramps’ Circuit, the directions being arrowed on trees or indicated by tufts of grass planted in hedgerows for the soft touches; hard cases were designated by chalked circles around small stones. During his many desertions of his eight years army service McAndrew had learned the signs and etiquette of the Circuit; when not to poach upon another traveller’s preserves; conversely, to avail himself of all opportunity when the way was free.


He went gaily, smiling up at the sun, often laughing aloud: stopping at times in his military march to cup his hands to his mouth and mimic the birds. This brought about him a chorus of replies. The cuckoo he imitated, the sparrow and the wren; now stopping to repeat the hoarse ‘Caw-cawing’ of rooks and crows.


Vaulting a gate, he walked through Abergavenny, along a bank of the Usk. There, dozing in the afternoon sun, he watched misty haloes forming around the summits of the Sugarloaf and Blorenge mountains.


Beneath his head, when he slept in bee-hum, he heard the salmon splashing in the higher reaches; and faintly, too, the drop-hammers of the Top irontowns thudding in the grass.


From the Usk he poached two trout, tickling them with his fingers, and cooked them over the red embers of a wood fire, eating them in the dusk and drinking from the pools. The bones of the fish he left on the grass for other wayfarers to find, and learn of the bounty of the river.


In this manner McAndrew lived his life, chained by fate, unchaining himself.


When stationed up north, for instance, he had travelled the length and breadth of the Ridings, knowing where he would find generosity or where he would be set upon by dogs. In the dales, from Swaledale, through Wensleydale to Wharfedale he had followed the route of the river from its source on the Roof of England.


Here, in the grey hills that had given up their lead to the Romans, he had sought shelter in the old workings and begged food from wandering tribes of gipsies. He had shared an earth bed with a yowling cave-dweller and served at the table of the Duke of Devonshire in Chatsworth; an elaborately uniformed flunkey by night, a coach postilion by day.


After a few weeks of desertion, the police would track him and hand him over to the army, after which would come field punishment or public flogging. Then would follow a disciplined life of soldierly refinement, when he would gain the respect of officers and men.


None was smarter on parade than James Alexander McAndrew, at such times; none more fitted to wear the Queen’s uniform.


But then the freedoms of the wild places would call him; some new scent in the wind, and his comrades would awake to find him gone. His bed would be made up, the bed-space swept clean. His equipment, with its brasses freshly polished, would be meticulously hung on its wall pegs; his rifle cleaned, oiled and pulled through, the breech bound with cloth to preserve it against rust.


While serving with the 53rd (London) Medium Brigade, Royal Artillery, McAndrew was captured as far north as Hubberholm, and returned to Hendon under heavy escort.


The written evidence of one, Gunner R. Jenkinsop, during the ensuing court-martial (who was unfortunate enough to share the next bed-space to McAndrew) is of interest.


 


‘He were an immense bloke. There was a chap in the brigade who was six foot four, and McAndrew topped him. When sober he could be a gentleman. Once, in drink, he told me he were a Scottish laird, and I believed him. He showed me a white scar through his hand and said it was caused by a bullet while serving on the Afghan Frontier, but now I hear he’d never been near the Khyber Pass – never ever been overseas, to my knowledge.


‘He were a terrible man for fighting. I saw him knock a Negro pugilist flat and win a golden guinea in a boxing booth in Premierland and the military police always had a terrible time in catching him, coming back with cut eyes and that, and though they took him rough, they never broke him. He were an artist, too, though few know this. Major McMillan knows it, for I were there when he got the proof of it.


‘I were dozing off one night in the room when McAndrew comes in drunk. He ’ad been fighting again and I saw blood on his greyback when he stripped off his tunic. Then he rolls up his right sleeve and goes to the combustion stove in the middle of the room; it being summer, the thing weren’t lit. So McAndrew takes off the top and puts his hand in up to the arm-pit and his hand is covered with soot.


‘I watched, one eye open; all the other chaps was snoring. Then he went to the wall of the hut and begins to draw upon it. First he draws the head and shoulders of a naked Roman soldier with his arms out, his hands gripping the reins of two horses who was pulling a plough. True, sir, I ain’t never seen anything more beautiful.


‘Down to the waist he draws this Roman soldier, with his buckler on, and his sword scabbard, but no sword in it. And, as I watched, so it all come into shape; the Roman soldier drivin’ a twin of horses pulling a plough with ’is broken sword across his back. You could see the rears of the ’orses, their plumed heads and harness; it just grew before my eyes, sir; the plough going in and the earth turning up, and the fields right away to the distance. And McAndrew kept coming back and dipping his hand into the soot, dabbing here and there on the wall, making the muscles in the back of the Roman soldier, and his great head with its helmet and wavin’ feathers. I tell you, sir, it were marvellous.’


‘And then?’ asked the defending officer.


‘Then when Major McMillan comes in the morning he puts McAndrew on a charge for defacing government property.’


‘Very rightly,’ said the president.


The court went silent. The defending officer asked, ‘Anything more, Gunner Jenkinsop?’


‘Only one thing, sir. I been a farmer, see, before I come for a soldier. There were a mistake in the drawing. The plough was throwin’ the wrong way.’


‘Scarcely relevant, all of this,’ said the prosecuting officer.


The president said, ‘Yes, but allow the evidence of Gunner Jenkinsop to stand. It may be useful to the medical authorities later, when assessing the prisoner’s ability to plead.’


‘It . . . it were a wonderful drawing, mind,’ said Gunner Jenkinsop.


‘You’re casting pearls before swine, man. Don’t waste your time on ’em, ye damned idiot,’ said McAndrew.


‘Silence!’ roared the provost-sergeant.


‘And then, Jenkinsop?’ asked the court president sighing.


‘Then . . . then he just puts his coat back on and walks out, don’t he?’


‘You mean, he left barracks.’


‘Aye, sir. And the next time I sees him, sir, was under guard four months later.’


‘Thank you. Next witness, please.’


There was a clattering commotion in the court. A new witness came in.


‘Number 42162, Bombardier Henry Manders, is that you?’ asked the prosecuting officer.


The bombardier stood rigidly to attention. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘At the time of the arrest of the accused, Gunner James Alexander McAndrew, you were bombardier of the guard at Barnsbury Park, is that correct?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘What time was the prisoner brought into barracks under escort?’


The court was hushed. McAndrew appeared a man removed, staring through a window of the room to distant fields.


‘Just after midnight, sir. I entered the time in the Guard book.’


‘What state was the prisoner in?’


‘Drunk and disorderly, sir. He weren’t marked, but two members of the escort were sort of battered about . . .’ the bombardier faltered.


‘Battered about? Explain their injuries.’


‘Well, Sergeant Holder had his eye filled up and the two privates got blood on their tunics.’


‘What action did you take?’


The bombardier stiffened. ‘I called out the guard, sir, and incarcerated the prisoner in one of the cells, didn’t I?’


‘What happened then?’


‘At one o’clock in the morning the R.S.M. comes round.’


‘The regimental sergeant-major came round at one o’clock, to inspect the guard. He was standing in for Captain Falkener, I understand,’ explained the prosecuting officer. The president wrote carefully in his notes.


‘Then what happened, bombardier?’


‘The sergeant-major asked to see the prisoner, didn’t he?’


The president looked up wearily. ‘Bombardier Manders, the prosecuting officer is asking you. Please do not insist on asking us. Proceed.’


‘And did he inspect the prisoner?’


The bombardier’s eyes flickered with an inner emotion. ‘Oh yes, sir. I called the guard as an escort and opened the cell door and let the sergeant-major in.’


‘Was the prisoner violent at this stage?’


‘Quiet as a mouse, sir, sleeping . . .’


‘And then?’


‘Then the sergeant-major ordered McAndrew on to his feet and he got up and stood to attention.’


‘Go on.’


‘Then the sergeant-major said . . .’ The bombardier looked about him, pain growing on his taut features.


‘In your own words, please, Bombardier Manders. You are not being arraigned here, no punishment will fall upon you for your evidence. It is only necessary that you tell the truth – in your own words – just tell the truth.’


The bombardier drew himself up, staring doggedly to his front. ‘The . . . the sergeant-major said, ‘Ohoho! Here we are again, are we? Gunner James Alexander bloody McAndrew, eh? What you in here for this time, my little lovely . . .?” ’


The bombardier gazed across the room at the sergeant-major, who sat as one bucolic.


‘Did the prisoner reply?’


‘Yes, sir. He said, “I’m in here for desertion, resisting arrest and striking a sergeant,” that’s what he said, sir. Then the sergeant-major said, “Well well, well! Is that a bloody fact? Desertion, resisting arrest and striking a sergeant, eh?” and he poked McAndrew in the stomach with his stick. “A regular little who-ha, ain’t we, McAndrew? Going from bad to worse, ain’t we? Well, here’s your chance to improve yourself.” And he closed his eyes, sir, and stuck his chin out, sir, and said, “Before you, my son, stands your own regimental sergeant-major – a real live regimental sergeant-major, McAndrew. Strike me!” ’


The president looked pained. ‘Proceed, Bombardier Manders. Do not spare us.’


‘The prisoner took one pace forward and . . .’ the bom-bardier hesitated.


‘In your own words, remember. Just give the evidence, man – the exact words, if you like, that you used to the orderly sergeant at the original regimental enquiry, bom-bardier.’


‘The exact words, sir?’


‘The exact words, bombardier, if that makes it easier.’


‘McAndrew took one pace forward and hit him arse over tit, didn’t he?’


‘Oh my God,’ muttered the president. ‘Do we really have to admit such expressions in an official court?’ and the defending officer said:


‘It is necessary, sir, to get at the exact order of command, provocation and ensuing action on the part of the prisoner. Continue, Bombardier Manders.’


‘We thought he were dead, sir – the R.S.M., I mean. We was twenty minutes bringin’ him round . . .’


‘And what was the prisoner doing during this period?’


‘Back asleep, sir. He laid on ’is bed and got his head down.’


‘The bastard gave me an order and I complied wi’ it,’ growled McAndrew. ‘What else d’ye want?’


‘Silence!’


The prosecuting officer was rubbing his chin, instantly immersed in his notes. Raising an unemotional face, he said:


‘Yours has been a very painful duty, bombardier. What happened then?’


‘We got the R.S.M. to the hospital, sir.’


‘And because of the injuries he was there for three days.’ The president added:


‘You distinctly heard the R.S.M.’s order to the prisoner, bombardier? The defending officer, in his plea for mitigation, has made much of this – that the prisoner, Gunner McAndrew, received from the regimental sergeant-major a clear and precise order that was intelligible and understandable. Did you yourself understand it?’


‘Oh yes, sir,’ said the bombardier joyously.


‘To do what, bombardier? Please be precise.’


‘To . . . to give ’im one.’


‘It was an order to the prisoner, from the R.S.M. to strike him, the R.S.M.?’


‘Yes, sir. I’d ’ave done the same meself.’ He beamed around the court. ‘I’d have had to, wouldn’t I?’


The president nodded and said peremptorily. ‘Court writer, please erase the accusation in respect of the prisoner striking the R.S.M. from the record. It is now inadmissible.’


‘About bloody time,’ said McAndrew.


 


Jean Pierre, the French dwarf, was sitting on a high stool at the bar of the Barry Chain Locker, the biggest public bar in Wales, when McAndrew entered with the terrier under his arm.


Since he was facing the street, the dwarf had a clear view of the entrance. Despite his poor eye-sight he recognised McAndrew immediately: the innate power of the big man seemed to reach out to him over the crowded floor.


‘Sorry, boy, no dogs in here,’ said the barmaid, one of six who were filling the glasses and mugs as fast as the clients could sink them.


Because of his deformity, Jean Pierre found himself, through challenge, attracted to strength and virility.


When young, he would sit on the little stone quays of the Brittany villages and watch the coalers at work; poetry lay, for him, in the muscular sweating of the navvies; the bulging arms that served the winches. Strength depicted for the dwarf the sensual masculinity which he coveted. It went further. It represented an element to be conquered and destroyed.


His small, squinted eyes drifted over McAndrew as he pushed aside the entrance door and entered with grandiose style; an affront, almost, to any man in the room who might take a chance.


Momentarily, he waited, looking about him. He saw the labourers of Number Two Dock; the stunted faces he saw, the crude strength that submerged the beards and quart pewters. The navvies glared back, momentarily stilled and quiet, accepting his arrogance.


The thunder of the bar began anew as McAndrew unexpectedly turned and went out again.


The dwarf smiled knowingly; lifting his glass he drank his wine with fastidious grace, watching McAndrew in the adjoining bar through the glass of the serving-hatch.


The landlord, he could see, was now talking earnestly to McAndrew; the dwarf licked his thick lips and smiled wider.


McAndrew entered the public bar again and this time pushed his way through the navvies to the counter.


‘Two pints,’ said he.


The barmaid raised her eyes in silent appraisal. McAndrew winked at her, then smiled happily around the mud-stained faces of the navvies.


‘Good pub, this. Best pub between Wales and Princes Street. Is there money round here?’


‘On Number Two Dock, but Mister, you got to work.’


The barmaid was pouring the ale now; McAndrew’s eyes moved over her.


Her Nordic beauty attracted him; the gas lamps flung flickering shadows deep into her eyes, making bright her fair hair. He wanted to hear her speak again; her tongue held a lilting Welsh charm; fair down was upon her cheeks, her forearms shone. She poured the two pints and slid them towards him over the counter.


‘Twopence.’


McAndrew lifted one and blew off the froth. ‘On the landlord, Missus,’ he said, and drank.


‘On the house? He didn’t say.’ The girl glanced over her shoulder at the serving-hatch. The landlord’s bald head gleamed on the glass. Leaning across the counter, McAndrew tapped the glass of the hatch. The landlord slid it aside.


‘Two, you said – that right, landlord?’ McAndrew jerked his thumb at the dwarf. ‘He don’t know a gill from a litre, this one.’


The landlord laughed, nodding.


‘Cheers,’ said McAndrew, drained one pint and lifted the other.


‘You’re the only one I’ve met who orders two at a time,’ observed the barmaid.


‘Watch me when I get going,’ said McAndrew. He put his arm around Jean Pierre’s shoulders. ‘How’re ye doin’, son?’


The dwarf’s face was expressionless.


In McAndrew’s embrace he lifted his wine glass, drinking steadily. Under the pressure of the arm the dwarf felt narcotised, palsied by the affront. The warmth of McAndrew bit deep into him; a sensation of disgust that he fought to contain.


‘Don’t they talk English in here, then?’ asked McAndrew.


‘Let him be, mister or you’re in trouble,’ said the barmaid.


Jean Pierre was experiencing a physical insensibility; a revulsion that rendered him momentarily inert.


Once, when a child, another man had so held him, rendering in him a paralysis of fear and pain. The act had induced into his childhood nightmares of dreams.


Now the shouted insults of the circus crowds he heard again; the chattering jumble of the navvies; it pierced Jean Pierre’s present with his disreputable past, before his escape from the circus to the sea: a sea that had washed him clean of a personal vivisection.


McAndrew removed his arm. The dwarf closed his eyes and bowed his head with relief.


‘You all right, Jean Pierre?’ asked the barmaid.


‘Oh, he’s fine, anna ye, Frenchie?’ McAndrew elbowed him.


He could see the dwarf’s reflection in the amber slant of the ale; the narrowed eyes, the humped cheeks, flattened nose; the thick lips drawn back. McAndrew drank and the vision disappeared. Gasping, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


‘You’d get taken on at Two Dock, more than likely,’ said the barmaid. ‘No brains and all brawn is what they’re after.’


‘What you say?’


She leaned towards him, shouting through the noise, ‘I said you’d likely get a job on Two Dock.’


‘Where’s that?’ McAndrew could see two of her. He was finishing the second pint and he’d played this trick before that day, once at the Hen and Chickens in Abergavenny and once at the Bear in Crickhowell. The ale doing much to dispel the nagging ache for food.


‘Out of the door, turn right,’ said the barmaid. ‘Anyone’ll tell you.’


Banging the glass down on to the counter McAndrew turned to go. ‘Thanks, and good day to ye.’


Jean Pierre Paul put his foot out and McAndrew fell headlong.


‘Two pints he drink, and do not pay,’ said Jean Pierre, the dwarf.


 


The bar clattered into silence. The small man calmly lifted his glass to his lips. McAndrew lay on his face, momentarily unmoving. Then he slowly turned, staring up.


‘You little bugger,’ he said.


Jean Pierre continued to sip his wine. The barmaid said with pent apprehension. ‘Now come on, come on, Jean Pierre, we don’t want no trouble . . .’


Reaching out, McAndrew gripped a leg of the dwarf’s stool and pulled it aside. Deliberately, as if expecting this, the little man neatly stepped away, frustrating the attempt to unseat him. Removing his hands from the bar-counter, he slowly turned and faced McAndrew. His small, obscene face wreathed up into a smile. He said, with a fine French accent: ‘She is right. We want no trouble. You pay, and then you go, eh?’


As the other scrambled to his feet and lunged towards him, the dwarf moved away from the counter. The Scotsman crashed against it, instantly turning.


The two men faced each other.


The navvies shuffled in a mass to make a ring, their calloused hands gripping their mugs, their eyes intent. The dwarf, scarcely four feet high, watched his opponent, one over two feet taller.


McAndrew rubbed his face, grinning.


‘Well, well, I give you credit, Frenchy. What do ye want, for God’s sake – going over me knee?’


A man’s voice rang out from the navvies, ‘Watch him, Scotsman. He always picks the big ’uns.’


‘Reckon we’ll call it a day if he pays for the ale,’ said McAndrew.


For reply Jean Pierre turned, seized the nearest glass and flung the contents into McAndrew’s face. Instantly, the other reached for him; the dwarf seized one outstretched arm, leaped up, turned in mid-air and back-kicked McAndrew in the face. Staggering back, he fell with a crash and rose, fists bunched.


‘By Christ, man, you’ve asked for it!’


The two circled one another, the customers pressing back to the walls to give them room.


McAndrew rushed. The dwarf side-stepped again. The big man crashed headlong into the navvies, and as he turned again, Jean Pierre folded his arms behind his back, crying aloud: ‘Savate!’ and leaped high. Falling, face down, he gripped the back of a chair, and, as McAndrew rushed him again, donkey-kicked with both feet, striking him full in the chest. The Scot went headlong. With acrobatic agility the little man regained his feet, momentarily danced prettily, crossing his toes as in a ballet, then sprang in as McAndrew rose on hands and knees and kicked him again, sending him spinning against the bar-counter.


The men roared. The landlord, now in the public bar, shouted:


‘Now stop this. Stop it! Fight outside if you want to!’


‘First I kill ’im in ’ere,’ said Jean Pierre, and backed away, seeking room as the bigger man tore in, his fists swinging in vicious, hooking arcs. The dwarf dropped like a stone at his feet, screwing his tiny body into a ball over which his adversary stumbled, then pressed his palms on to the floor and kicked upwards. His boots caught McAndrew in the middle of the back and he was rammed, as if power-propelled, against the bunched navvies, who momentarily held him and then flung him off . . . into a double hind-kick by the dwarf. The left foot caught him in the chest, the other clipped his jaw. McAndrew sagged at the knees as Jean Pierre sprang upright, dancing daintily around him, planting kick after kick into the Scotsman’s face and body.
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