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DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907–89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.

Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification … She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of ‘real literature’, something very few novelists ever do’.
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Part of Twyardreath parish. When Roger Kylmerth lived, the shaded area was estuary.


Introduction

The simple and instant response to The House on the Strand is that it is a novel revisiting the themes expected of Daphne du Maurier, all about Cornwall, set in a mysterious mansion, and featuring romantic episodes in the region’s history. Ever since the publication Jamaica Inn in 1936, Rebecca in 1938 and Frenchman’s Creek in 1941, du Maurier has occupied this territory in the public imagination.

The huge commercial success of these early novels, written in her late twenties and early thirties, overshadowed the rest of du Maurier’s career and, for the incurious reader, obscures the achievements of her maturity. While remaining a writer rooted in a landscape, she began The House on the Strand in 1967, at the age of sixty, when her interest had moved on to the complexities of human identity and the possibilities of paranormal experience.

Certainly, there is a house of secrets, loaned to Dick, the narrator, by his charismatic friend Magnus, ostensibly for a family holiday but in reality as a strategy to tempt Dick to take the psychedelic drug which is the focus of Magnus’s research. The drug produced hallucinations of time travel, taking Dick back to the fourteenth century and immersing him in a conspiracy that threatened a beautiful young noblewoman, Isolda.

The real material of The House on the Strand is the relationship between its narrator, Dick and his brilliant friend from student days, Magnus. Their attachment was probably unique to middle-class England in the twentieth century, the kind of relationship which Evelyn Waugh portrayed more floridly in Brideshead Revisited, an attachment that was the product of emotional denial, single-sex boarding schools and a paralysing awareness of social class.

Magnus is clearly the dominant partner, manipulative, amoral, both socially and intellectually superior to the weak-willed Dick, who is described as ‘highly suggestible’. Dick is a failing publisher, Magnus is a leading research scientist. Magnus is single; relatively late in life, Dick has married Vita, an American with two sons from an earlier relationship.

These names have symbolic meanings: in Latin, still a common currency in education at that time, Magnus means ‘great’ and Vita means ‘life’. In American slang, Dick has three meanings a detective, a penis, or an irritatingly stupid person. A sophisticated woman, who had travelled in the US and made close and rather racy American friends, du Maurier would have been well aware of these implications and it is possible that she chose her characters’ names as a private aside to her more worldly readers.

The tensions in this marriage, maintained with a grudging sense of obligation rather than any evident love or joy, frequently swell into outright alienation, encouraged by Magnus. ‘Three years of marriage and the dishwasher means more to your conjugal life than the double bed,’ he scoffs. ‘I warned you it wouldn’t last.’

Destructive as the relationship with Magnus is, its comfort is addictive and the trips into the past become an extension of the process. Dick escapes with growing compulsion to the simpler, more vivid and less challenging other world. His real life is one of stunted and bitter feelings, most convincingly evoked, as is the honest bewilderment of his wife. Dick dismisses her as a ‘hot house flower’ but Vita behaves more like a cornfed nurturer coming to the end of her patience. At forty years of age, Dick wavers between a relapse into his adolescent bond with Magnus and the supreme effort of growing up into a husband and father.

No strong sexual inclination draws him in either direction. This is a man who professes mostly cerebral pleasures, who would rather pore over an old map than caress a young body. There is subtle but cruel comedy in the scene in which Vita hints to her husband that it’s bedtime and she’s in the mood for love, while he, oblivious, peruses his manuscripts. At times this unexamined lack of libido provokes a vinegary misogyny. ‘The trouble was, with women, they had one-track minds, and to their narrow view everything male, be it man dog, fish or slug, pursued but a single course, and that the dreary road to copulation. I sometimes wondered if they ever thought of anything else.’

The liaison between the two men has a strong sexual element and Dick often seems to protest his heterosexuality too much, as when he describes their meeting at Cambridge, at the Christmas carol service at King’s College Chapel. ‘We had not gone for the carols, but to stare at one particular choir boy with a golden aureole of hair,’ he remembers, immediately feeling the need to add ‘not that my tastes inclined to choir boys.’

Allusions to gay sex reoccur throughout the text, in modern and mediaeval scenes; monks who occupied the priory which once stood on the site of the house are discovered in sadistic horseplay with a half-naked boy, and when Dick and Magnus compare their trips, Dick decides: ‘I think we found what we deserved. I got His Grace the Bishop and the County awaking in me all the forgotten snob appeal of Stonyhurst, and you got the sexy deviations you have denied yourself for thirty years.’ To which Magnus replies, ‘How you do know I’ve denied them?’ The implicit suggestion is that Magnus, finding Dick sexually evasive, is trying to possess him more completely through their shared drug experience.

The novel was written at the height of the Sixties drug culture, begun just before the famous Summer of Love in 1967 and published in the year of the historic pop festival at Woodstock. Psychedelic drugs, especially LSD, were a mainstream recreation for the young and an essential influence in art in every medium.

Du Maurier, a grandmother who despised fashion and lived in isolation in Cornwall, was in no sense part of this scene but was clearly aware of the interest in mind-expanding drugs which had already been current in some intellectual circles for more than a decade.Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception, describing his experiences with mescalin, came out in 1954.

It was widely recognised that psychedelics are not chemically addictive, and the text suggests a dependence that is psychological rather than physical, though Dick’s struggle to resist temptation is vividly evoked. With a father, husband and son-in-law who had all struggled to control their drinking, du Maurier had a close acquaintance with the addictive personality.

She portrays Dick’s increasing obsession with time travel as a response to a stressful life-passage, a time when his own failure is about to deliver his whole life into the hands of his well-connected wife. Rather than confront this fate, he prefers to live through the idealised historical figures of Roger, his loyal and stalwart alter ego, and Isolda, the woman in jeopardy.

In the book’s final scenes the local doctor, (not the most plausible figure in the landscape) suggests to Dick that the process has been beneficial. ‘The world we carry inside us produces answers, sometimes. A way of escape. A flight from reality. You didn’t want to live either in London or in New York. The fourteenth century made an exciting antidote to both. The trouble is that day-dreams, like hallucinogenic drugs, become addictive; the more we indulge the deeper we plunge, and then … we end in the loony bin.’

His reasoned analysis falls on hostile ears. Dick says, ‘I had the impression that everything he said was leading up to … some practical proposition that I must take a grip on myself, get a job, sit in an office, sleep with Vita, breed daughters and look forward contentedly to middle-age, when I might grow cacti in a green house.’

Magnus names two drugs comparable to his concoction teonanacatl and ololuiqui, and dismisses them, saying ‘these only push the brain around in different directions quite chaotic’.

Both of these are naturally occurring hallucinogens derived from Central American plants. Teonanacatl is the Aztecs’ name for their sacred mushroom, from which psilocybin is derived, while ololuiqui is extracted from the seeds of the morning glory, Ipomea, and is chemically close to the man-made LSD.

The physical effects of the compound Magnus is investigating loss of the sense of touch, enhanced sight and the sense of hyper-reality at first, with nausea and vertigo on coming down are realistic. Where the scenario moves firmly into fantasy, however, is in the description of the drug’s action as a chemical time machine, producing a narrative hallucination that continues through each trip, and taking both men to the same time, place and cast of characters.

The inspiration for The House on the Strand came from the discovery of some glass jars containing biological specimens in the basement of Kilmarth, the house in which du Maurier lived from 1969 until the end of her life. She did not move there willingly.

The great love of her life was Menabilly, the Manderley of Rebecca, into which she moved at the end of 1943. Much as she adored Menabilly, she did not own it. In 1960 she believed that she had negotiated a long extension of the lease, but the owner never signed the document and after his death his heir, a young World War II veteran, reclaimed Menabilly, to her great grief and distress, and proposed that she take Kilmarth, the dower house, instead.

This she did only after long and bitter negotiation which she compared at one point to the war in Vietnam. Kilmarth was smaller and lighter than Menabilly, with a magnificent view across the bay of St Austell, but she hated the enforced change and feared that it would affect her writing. Even before she moved, however, the new house began to exert its own fascination. She researched its history and obtained the old maps that she has Dick decipher with such pleasure.

At the age of sixty and two years a widow, du Maurier was convinced that her popularity had waned and was afraid that her well of inspiration would run dry. She was anxious about money, despite reassurances from her publisher that Rebecca was still selling 2,000 hardback copies a year. Once she began The House on the Strand, however, the writing took hold of her and she recaptured the feeling of exhilaration that had powered her earlier work. ‘I got so hooked on the story I actually woke up one day with nausea and dizziness,’ she recorded.

The device of scientific research was one she had used only a few months earlier, in a short story titled ‘The Breakthrough’, which was eventually published in a collection of paranormal and sci-fi stories that included her last great popular success, Don’t Look Now. The House on the Strand also returns to many of the elements in The Scapegoat, her breakthrough novel of 1957, which is narrated by a man on the verge of suicide who swaps his life with that of a double. Both novels exercise du Maurier’s sense of the duality of human nature. From the start of her writing career, she created male central characters and achieved a male voice and point of view with complete credibility. The hero of her second novel is also named Dick. These are the voices of her own second self, an identity of which she was aware from her teens.

Du Maurier was born at a time when women did not have the vote, and Victorian beliefs about gender roles were still current. The official and conventional concepts of womanhood were so far from reality as to deny anyone female full human status. Many thoughtful women, who recognised their own instincts to be active, independent or courageous, concluded that their character must include some aberrant masculine strand.

As a child, Du Maurier dressed and behaved like the son her father had wanted. As a teenager she consciously suppressed her masculine side, but as an adult she formed close relationships with both men and women. Once she wrote to woman with whom she had fallen in love, asking her to imagine ‘D du M as a little girl … growing up with a boy’s mind and a boy’s heart. And then the boy realised he had to grow up and not be a boy any longer, so he turned into a girl, and not an unattractive one at that, and the boy was locked in a box forever.

‘D du M wrote her books, and had young men, and later a husband, and children, and a lover, and … when she found Menabilly and lived in it alone, she opened up the box sometimes and let the phantom, who was neither girl nor boy but disembodied spirit, dance in the evening when there was no one to see.’

The House on the Strand is a delicate but satisfying exploration of these tensions, wrapped in a double narrative of masterly devising. Sadly, it was to be du Maurier’s last successful novel. She followed it with a comedy, which was not well received, and she did not find the inspiration for another full-length work of fiction. Short stories, memoirs and biographies followed, but the phantom she kept in a box never again took hold of her imagination.

Celia Brayfield

2003
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The first thing I noticed was the clarity of the air, and then the sharp green colour of the land. There was no softness anywhere. The distant hills did not blend into the sky but stood out like rocks, so close that I could almost touch them, their proximity giving me that shock of surprise and wonder which a child feels looking for the first time through a telescope. Nearer to me, too, each object had the same hard quality, the very grass turning to single blades, springing from a younger, harsher soil than the soil I knew.

I had expected – if I expected anything – a transformation of another kind: a tranquil sense of well-being, the blurred intoxication of a dream, with everything about me misty, ill-defined; not this tremendous impact, a reality more vivid than anything hitherto experienced, sleeping or awake. Now every impression was heightened, every part of me singularly aware: eyesight, hearing, sense of smell, all had been in some way sharpened.

All but the sense of touch: I could not feel the ground beneath my feet. Magnus had warned me of this. He had told me, ‘You won’t be aware of your body coming into contact with inanimate objects.You will walk, stand, sit, brush against them, but will feel nothing. Don’t worry. The very fact that you can move without sensation is half the wonder.’

This, of course, I had taken as a joke, one of the many bribes to goad me to experiment. Now he was proved right. I started to go forward, and the sensation was exhilarating, for I seemed to move without effort, feeling no contact with the ground.

I was walking downhill towards the sea, across those fields of sharp-edged silver grass that glistened under the sun, for the sky – dull, a moment ago, to my ordinary eyes – was now cloudless, a blazing ecstatic blue. I remembered that the tide had been out, the stretches of flat sand exposed, the row of bathing-huts, lined like dentures in an open mouth, forming a solid background to the golden expanse. Now they had gone, and with them the rows of houses fronting the road, the docks, all of Par – chimneys, rooftops, buildings – and the sprawling tentacles of St Austell enveloping the countryside beyond the bay. There was nothing left but grass and scrub, and the high distant hills that seemed so near; while before me the sea rolled into the bay, covering the whole stretch of sand as if a tidal wave had swept over the land, swallowing it in one rapacious draught. To the north-west, the cliffs came down to meet the sea, which, narrowing gradually, formed a wide estuary, the waters sweeping inward, following the curve of the land and so vanishing out of sight.

When I came to the edge of the cliff and looked beneath me, where the road should be, the inn, the café, the almshouses at the base of Polmear hill, I realized that the sea swept inland here as well, forming a creek that cut to the east, into the valley. Road and houses had gone, leaving only a dip between the land which rose on either side of the creek. Here the channel ran narrowly between banks of mud and sand, so that at low tide the water would surely seep away, leaving a marshy track that could be forded, if not on foot, at least by a horseman. I descended the hill and stood beside the creek, trying to pinpoint in my mind the exact course of the road I knew, but already the old sense of orientation had gone: there was nothing to serve as guide except the ground itself, the valley and the hills.

The waters of the narrow channel rippled swift and blue over the sand, leaving on either side a frothy scum. Bubbles formed, expanded and vanished, and all the ordinary timeless waste came drifting with the tide, tresses of dark seaweed, feathers, twigs, the aftermath of some autumnal gale. I knew, in my own time, it was high summer, however dull and overcast the day, but all about me now was the clearer light of approaching winter, surely an early afternoon when the bright sun, already flaming in the west, would turn the sky dark crimson before the night clouds came.

The first live things swam into vision, gulls following the tide, small waders skimming the surface of the stream, while high on the opposite hill, sharply defined against the skyline, a team of oxen ploughed their steady course. I closed my eyes, then opened them again. The team had vanished behind the rise of the field they worked, but the cloud of gulls, screaming in their wake, told me they had been a living presence, no figment of a dream.

I drank deep of the cold air, filling my lungs. Just to breathe was a joy never yet experienced for its own sake, having some quality of magic that I had not sensed before. Impossible to analyse thought, impossible to let my reason play on what I saw: in this new world of perception and delight there was nothing but intensity of feeling to serve as guide.

I might have stood for ever, entranced, content to hover between earth and sky, remote from any life I knew or cared to know; but then I turned my head and saw that I was not alone. The hoofs had made no sound – the pony must have travelled as I had done, across the fields – and now that it trod upon the shingle the clink of stone against metal came to my ears with a sudden shock, and I could smell the warm horse-flesh, sweaty and strong.

Instinct made me back away, startled, for the rider came straight towards me, unconscious of my presence. He checked his pony at the water’s edge and looked seaward, measuring the tide. Now, for the first time, I experienced not only excitement but fear as well, for this was no phantom figure but solid, real, the shape of foot in stirrup, hand on rein, all too perilously close for my comfort. I did not fear being ridden down: what jolted me to a sudden sense of panic was the encounter itself, this bridging of centuries between his time and mine. He shifted his gaze from the sea and looked straight at me. Surely he saw me, surely I read, in those deepset eyes, a signal of recognition? He smiled, patted his pony’s neck, then, with a swift kick of heel to flank, urged the beast across the ford, straight through the narrow channel, and so to the other side.

He had not seen me, he could not see me; he lived in another time. Why, then, the sudden shift in the saddle, the swing round to look back over his shoulder to where I stood? It was a challenge. ‘Follow if you dare!’ – compelling, strange. I measured the depth of water across the ford, and, though it had reached the pony’s hocks, plunged after him, careless of a wetting, realizing when I reached the other side that I had walked dry-shod, without sensation.

The horseman rode uphill, I following, the track he took muddied and very steep, swinging abruptly to the left when it traversed the higher ground.This, I remembered, pleased with the recognition, was the same course that the lane took today – I had driven up it only that morning. Here resemblance ended, for no hedges banked the track as they did in my own time. Ploughlands lay to right and left, bare to the winds, and patches of scrubby moor with clumps of furze. We came abreast the team of oxen, and for the first time I could see the man who drove them, a small, hooded figure humped over a heavy wooden plough. He raised a hand in greeting to my horseman, shouted something, then plodded on, the gulls crying and wheeling above his head.

This greeting of one man to another seemed natural, and the sense of shock that had been part of me since I first saw the horseman at the ford gave place to wonder, then acceptance. I was reminded of my first journey as a child in France, travelling by sleeper overnight, throwing open the carriage window in the morning to see foreign fields fly by, villages, towns, figures labouring the land humped like the ploughman now, and thinking, with childish wonder, ‘Are they alive like me, or just pretending?’

My excuse for wonder was greater now than then. I looked at my horseman and his pony, and moved within touching, smelling distance. Both exhaled a pungency so strong that they seemed of the essence of life itself. The sweat-streaks on the pony’s flanks, the shaggy mane, the fleck of froth at the bit’s edge; and that broad knee in the stockinged leg, the leather jerkin laced across the tunic, that movement in the saddle, those hands upon the reins, that face itself, lantern-jawed and ruddy, framed in black hair which fell below his ears – this was reality, I the alien presence.

I longed to stretch out my hand and lay it on the pony’s flank, but I remembered Magnus’s warning. ‘If you meet a figure from the past, don’t for heaven’s sake touch him. Inanimate objects don’t matter, but if you try to make contact with living flesh the link breaks, and you’ll come to with a very unpleasant jerk. I tried it: I know.’

The track led across the ploughlands and then dipped, and now the whole altered landscape spread itself before my eyes. The village of Tywardreath, as I had seen it a few hours earlier, had utterly changed. The cottages and houses that had formed a jigsaw pattern, spreading north and west from the church, had vanished: there was a hamlet here now, boxed together by a child, like the toy farm I used to play with on my bedroom floor. Small dwellings, thatch-roofed, squat, clustered round a sprawling green on which were pigs, geese, chickens, two or three hobbled ponies, and the inevitable prowling dogs. Smoke rose from these humble dwellings, but not from any chimneys, from some hole in the thatch. Then grace and symmetry took charge again, for below the cluster was the church. But not the church that I had known a few hours earlier.This one was smaller and had no tower, and forming part of it, or so it seemed, ran a long, low building of stone, the whole encompassed by stone walls. Within this enclosure were orchards, gardens, outbuildings, a wooded copse, and beneath the copse the land sloped to a valley, and up that valley came the long arm of the sea.

I would have stood and stared, the setting had such beauty and simplicity, but my horseman travelled on, and compulsion to follow sent me after him. The track descended to the green, and now the village life was all about me; there were women by the well at the near corner of the green, their long skirts caught up round the waist, their heads bound with cloth covering them to the chin, so that nothing showed but eyes and nose. The arrival of my horseman created disturbance. Dogs started barking, more women appeared from the dwellings that now, on closer inspection, proved to be little more than hovels, and there was a calling to and fro across the green, the voices, despite the uncouth clash of consonants, ringing with the unmistakable Cornish burr.

The rider turned left, dismounted before the walled enclosure, flung his reins over a staple in the ground, and entered through a broad, brass-studded doorway. Above the arch there was a carving showing the robed figure of a saint, holding in his right hand the cross of St Andrew. My Catholic training, long forgotten, even mocked, made me cross myself before that door, and as I did so a bell sounded from within, striking so profound a chord in my memory that I hesitated before entering, dreading the old power that might turn me back into the childhood mould.

I need not have worried. The scene that met my eyes was not that of orderly paths and quadrangles, quiet cloisters, the odour of sanctity, the silence born of prayer. The gate opened upon a muddied yard, round which two men were chasing a frightened boy, flicking at his bare thighs with flails. Both, from their dress and tonsure, were monks, and the boy a novice, his skirt secured above his waist to make their sport more piquant.

The horseman watched the pantomime unmoved, but when the boy at last fell, his habit about his ears, his skinny limbs and bare backside exposed, he called, ‘Don’t bleed him yet.The Prior likes sucking-pig served without sauce. The garnish will come later when the piglet turns tough.’ Meanwhile the bell for prayer continued, without effect upon the sportsmen in the yard.

My horseman, his sally applauded, crossed the yard and entered the building that lay before us, turning into a passageway which seemed to divide kitchen from refectory, judging by the smell of rancid fowl, only partly sweetened by turf smoke from the fire. Ignoring the warmth and savour of the kitchen to the right, and the colder comfort of the refectory with its bare benches on his left, he pushed through a centre door and up a flight of steps to a higher level, where the passage was barred by yet another door. He knocked upon it, and without waiting for an answer walked inside.

The room, with timbered roof and plastered walls, had some semblance of comfort, but the scrubbed and polished austerity, a vivid memory of my own childhood, was totally absent. This rush-strewn floor was littered with discarded bones half-chewed by dogs, and the bed in the far corner, with its musty hangings, appeared to serve as a general depository for dumped goods – a rug made from a sheep’s coat, a pair of sandals, a rounded cheese on a tin plate, a fishing-rod, with a greyhound scratching itself in the midst of all.

‘Greetings, Father Prior,’ said my horseman.

Something rose to a sitting posture in the bed, disturbing the greyhound, which leapt to the floor, and the something was an elderly, pink-cheeked monk, startled from his sleep.

‘I left orders I was not to be disturbed,’ he said.

My horseman shrugged. ‘Not even for the Office?’ he asked, and put out his hand to the dog, which crept beside him, wagging a bitten tail.

The sarcasm brought no reply. The Prior dragged his coverings closer, humping his knees beneath him. ‘I need rest,’ he said, ‘all the rest possible, to be in a fit state to receive the Bishop. You have heard the news?’

‘There are always rumours,’ answered the horseman.

‘This was not rumour. Sir John sent the message yesterday. The Bishop has already set out from Exeter and will be here on Monday, expecting hospitality and shelter for the night with us, after leaving Launceston.’

The horseman smiled. ‘The Bishop times his visit well. Martinmas, and fresh meat killed for his dinner. He’ll sleep with his belly full, you’ve no cause for worry.’

‘No cause for worry?’ The Prior’s petulant voice touched a higher key. ‘You think I can control my unruly mob? What kind of impression will they make upon that new broom of a Bishop, primed as he is to sweep the whole Diocese clean?’

‘They’ll come to heel if you promise them reward for seemly behaviour. Keep in the good graces of Sir John Carminowe, that’s all that matters.’

The Prior moved restlessly beneath his covers. ‘Sir John is not easily fooled, and he has his own way to make, with a foot in every camp. Our patron he may be, but he won’t stand by me if it doesn’t suit his ends.’

The horseman picked up a bone from the rushes, and gave it to the dog. ‘Sir Henry, as lord of the manor, will take precedence over Sir John on this occasion,’ he said. ‘He’ll not disgrace you, garbed like a penitent. I warrant he is on his knees in the chapel now.’

The Prior was not amused. ‘As the lord’s steward you should show more respect for him,’ he observed, then added thoughtfully, ‘Henry de Champernoune is a more faithful man of God than I.’

The horseman laughed. ‘The spirit is willing, Father Prior, but the flesh?’ He fondled the greyhound’s ear. ‘Best not talk about the flesh before the Bishop’s visit.’ Then he straightened himself and walked towards the bed. ‘The French ship is lying off Kylmerth. She’ll be there for two more tides if you want to give me letters for her.’

The Prior thrust off his covers and scrambled from the bed. ‘Why in the name of blessed Antony did you not say so at once?’ he cried, and began to rummage amongst the litter of assorted papers on the bench beside him. He presented a sorry sight in his shift, with spindle legs mottled with varicose veins, and hammer-toed, singularly dirty feet. ‘I can find nothing in this jumble,’ he complained. ‘Why are my papers never in order? Why is Brother Jean never here when I require him?’

He seized a bell from the bench and rang it, exclaiming in protest at the horseman, who was laughing again. Almost at once a monk entered: from his prompt response he must have been listening at the door. He was young and dark, and possessed a pair of remarkably brilliant eyes.

‘At your service, Father,’ he said in French, and before he crossed the room to the Prior’s side exchanged a wink with the horseman.

‘Come, then, don’t dally,’ fretted the Prior, turning back to the bench.

As the monk passed the horseman he murmured in his ear, ‘I’ll bring the letters later tonight, and instruct you further in the arts you wish to learn.’

The horseman bowed in mock acknowledgement, and moved towards the door. ‘Goodnight, Father Prior. Lose no sleep over the Bishop’s visit.’

‘Good-night, Roger, good-night. God be with you.’

As we left the room together the horseman sniffed the air with a grimace. The mustiness of the Prior’s chamber had now an additional spice, a whiff of perfume from the French monk’s habit.

We descended the stairs, but before returning through the passageway the horseman paused a moment, then opened another door and glanced inside. The door gave entrance to the chapel, and the monks who had been playing pantomime with the novice were now at prayer. Or, to describe it more justly, making motion of prayer.Their eyes were downcast, and their lips moved. There were four others present whom I had not seen in the yard, and of these two were fast asleep in their stalls. The novice himself was huddled on his knees, crying silently but bitterly. The only figure with any dignity was that of a middle-aged man, dressed in a long mantle, his grey locks framing a kindly, gracious face. With hands clasped reverently before him, he kept his eyes steadfast on the altar. This, I thought, must be Sir Henry de Champernoune, lord of the manor and my horseman’s master, of whose piety the Prior had spoken.

The horseman closed the door and went out into the passage, and so from the building and across the now empty yard to the gate. The green was deserted, for the women had left the well, and there were clouds in the sky, a sense of fading day. The horseman mounted his pony and turned for the track through the upper ploughlands.

I had no idea of time, his time or mine. I was still without sense of touch, and could move beside him without effort. We descended the track to the ford, which he traversed now without wetting his pony’s hocks, for the tide had ebbed, and struck upward across the further fields.

When we reached the top of the hill and the fields took on their familiar shape I realized, with growing excitement and surprise, that he was leading me home, for Kilmarth, the house which Magnus had lent me for the summer holidays, lay beyond the little wood ahead of us. Some six or seven ponies were grazing close by, and at sight of the horseman one of them lifted his head and whinnied; then with one accord they swerved, kicked up their heels, and scampered away. He rode on through a clearing in the wood, the track dipped, and there immediately below us in the hollow lay a dwelling, stone-built, thatched, encircled by a yard deep in mud. Piggery and byre formed part of the dwelling, and through a single aperture in the thatch the blue smoke curled. I recognized one thing only, the scoop of land in which the dwelling lay.

The horseman rode down into the yard, dismounted and called, and a boy came out of the adjoining cow-house to take the pony. He was younger, slighter than my horseman, but had the same deep-set eyes, and must have been his brother. He led the pony off, and the horseman passed through the open doorway into the house, which seemed at first sight to consist of one room only. Following close behind, I could distinguish little through the smoke, except that the walls were built of the mixture of clay and straw that they call cob, and the floor was plain earth, without even rushes upon it.

A ladder at the far end led to a loft, only a few feet above the living-space, and looking up I could see straw pallets laid upon the planking. The fire, stacked with turf and furze, lay in a recess let into the wall, and a stew-pot simmered above the smoke, slung between iron bars fixed to the earthen floor. A girl, her lank hair falling below her shoulders, was kneeling by the fire, and as the horseman called a greeting she looked up at him and smiled.

I was close upon his heels, and suddenly he turned, staring straight at me, shoulder to shoulder. I could feel his breath upon my cheek, and I put out one hand, instinctively, to fend him off. I felt a sudden sharp pain on my knuckles and saw that they were bleeding, and at the same time I heard a splintering of glass. He was not there any longer, neither he, nor the girl, nor the smoking fire, and I had driven my right hand through one of the windows of the disused kitchen in Kilmarth’s basement, and was standing in the old sunken courtyard beyond.

I stumbled through the open door of the boiler-room, retching violently, not at the sight of blood but because I was seized with an intolerable nausea, rocking me from head to foot. Throbbing in every limb, I leant against the stone wall of the boiler-room, the trickle of blood from my cut hand running down to my wrist.

In the library overhead the telephone began to ring, sounding, in its insistency, like a summons from a lost, unwanted world. I let it ring.
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It must have taken the best part of ten minutes for the nausea to pass. I sat on a pile of logs in the boiler-room waiting. The worst thing about it was the vertigo: I dared not trust myself to stand. My hand was not badly cut, and I soon staunched the blood with my handkerchief. I could see the splintered window from where I sat, and the fragments of glass on the patio beyond. Later on I might be able to reconstruct the scene, judge where my horseman had been standing, measure the space of that long-vanished house where there were now patio and basement: but not now. Now I was too exhausted.

I wondered what sort of figure I must have cut, if anyone had seen me walking over the fields and across the road at the bottom of the hill, and climbing the lane to Tywardreath. That I had been there I was certain. The state of my shoes, the torn cloth of one trouser leg, and my shirt clammy cold with sweat – this had not come about from a lazy amble on the cliffs.

Presently, the nausea and vertigo having passed, I walked very slowly up the back stairs to the hall above. I went into the lobby where Magnus kept his oilskins and boots and all the rest of his junk, and stared at myself in the looking-glass above the washbasin. I looked normal enough. A bit white about the gills, nothing worse. I needed a stiff drink more than anything. Then I remembered that Magnus had said: ‘Don’t touch alcohol for at least three hours after taking the drug, and then go slow.’ Tea would be a poor second-best, but it might help, and I went into the kitchen to make myself a cup.

This kitchen had been the family dining-room when Magnus was a boy; he had converted it during recent years. While I waited for the kettle to boil I looked out of the window at the courtyard below. It was a paved enclosure, surrounded by old, moss-encrusted walls. Magnus, in a burst of enthusiasm at some time, had attempted to turn it into a patio, as he called it, where he could flop about nude if a heat-wave ever materialized. His mother, he told me, had never done anything about the enclosure because it led out from what were then the kitchen quarters.

I looked upon it now with different eyes. Impossible to recapture what I had so lately seen – that muddied yard, with the cow-house adjoining, and the track leading to the wooded grove above. Myself following the horseman through the trees. Was the whole thing hallucination engendered by that hell-brew of a drug? As I wandered, mug in hand, through to the library, the telephone started to ring again. I suspected it might be Magnus, and it was. His voice, clipped and decisive as always, stood me in greater stead than the drink I could not have, or the mug of tea. I flung myself down in a chair and prepared for a session.

‘I’ve been ringing you for hours,’ he said. ‘Had you forgotten you promised to put through a call at half-past three?’

‘I had not forgotten,’ I told him. ‘The fact is, I was otherwise engaged.’

‘So I imagined. Well?’

The moment was one to savour. I wished I could keep him guessing. The thought gave me a pleasing sensation of power, but it was no use, I knew I had to tell him.

‘It worked,’ I said. ‘Success one hundred per cent.’

I realized, from the silence at the other end of the line, that this piece of information was totally unexpected. He had visualized failure. His voice, when it came, was pitched in a lower key, almost as though he were talking to himself.

‘I can hardly believe it,’ he said. ‘How absolutely splendid….’ And then, taking charge, as always, ‘You did exactly as I told you, followed the instructions? Tell me everything, from the beginning … Wait, though, are you all right?’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I think so, except that I feel bloody tired, and I’ve cut my hand, and I was nearly sick in the boiler-room.’

‘Minor matters, dear boy, minor matters.There’s often a feeling of nausea afterwards, it soon passes. Go on.’

His impatience fed my own excitement, and I wished he had been in the room beside me instead of three hundred miles away.

‘First of all,’ I said, enjoying myself, ‘I’ve seldom seen anything more macabre than your so-called lab. Bluebeard’s chamber would be an apter description for it. All those embryos in jars, and that revolting monkey’s head….’

‘Perfectly good specimens and extremely valuable,’ he interrupted, ‘but don’t get side-tracked. I know what they are for: you don’t. Tell me what happened.’

I took a sip of my rapidly cooling tea, and put down the mug.

‘I found the row of bottles,’ I continued, ‘all in the locked cupboard. Neatly labelled, A, B, C. I poured exactly three measures from A into the medicine-glass, and that was that. I swallowed it, replaced the bottle and glass, locked the cupboard, locked the lab, and waited for something to happen.Well, nothing did.’

I paused, to let this information sink in. No comment from Magnus.

‘So,’ I went on, ‘I went into the garden. Still no reaction.You told me the time factor varied, that it could be three minutes, five, ten, before anything happened. I expected to feel drowsy, although you hadn’t specifically mentioned drowsiness, but as nothing seemed to be happening I thought I would go for a stroll. So I climbed over the wall by the summer-house into the field, and began to walk in the direction of the cliffs.’

‘You damn fool,’ he said. ‘I told you to stay in the house, at any rate for the first experiment.’

‘I know you did. But, frankly, I wasn’t expecting it to work. I planned to sit down, if it did, and drift off into some delightful dream.’

‘Damn fool,’ he said again. ‘It doesn’t happen that way.’

‘I know it doesn’t, now,’ I said.

Then I described my whole experience, from the moment the drug took effect to the smashing of the glass in the basement kitchen. He did not interrupt me at all except to murmur, when I paused for breath and a sip of tea, ‘Go on … go on….’

When I had finished, including the aftermath in the boilerroom, there was complete silence, and I thought we had been cut off. ‘Magnus,’ I said, ‘are you there?’

His voice came back to me, clear and strong, repeating the same words that he had used at the start of our telephone session.

‘How splendid,’ he said. ‘How absolutely splendid.’

Perhaps … The truth was that I was completely drained, exhausted, having been through the whole process twice.

He began to talk rapidly, and I could just imagine him sitting at that desk of his in London, one hand holding the receiver, the other reaching out for his inevitable doodling-pad and pencil.

‘You realize,’ he said, ‘that this is the most important thing that has happened since the chemical boys got hold of teonanacatl and ololiuqui? These only push the brain around in different directions – quite chaotic. This is controlled, specific. I knew I was on to something potentially tremendous, but I couldn’t be sure, having only tried it on myself, that it wasn’t hallucinogenic. If this was so, you and I would have had similar physical reactions – loss of touch, greater intensity of vision, and so on – but not the same experience of altered time. This is the important thing. The tremendously exciting thing.’

‘You mean,’ I said, ‘that when you tried it on yourself you also went back in time? You saw what I did?’

‘Precisely. I didn’t expect it any more than you did. No, that’s not true, because an experiment I was working on then made it remotely possible. It has to do with DNA, enzyme catalysts, molecular equilibria and the like – above your head, dear boy, I won’t elaborate – but the point that interests me at the moment is that you and I apparently went into an identical period of time.Thirteenth or fourteenth century, wouldn’t you say, judging from their clothes? I too saw the chap you describe as your horseman – Roger, didn’t the Prior call him? – the rather slatternly girl by the fire, and someone else as well, a monk, which immediately suggested a tie-up with the mediaeval priory that was once part of Tywardreath. The point is this: does the drug reverse some chemical change in the memory systems of the brain, throwing it back to a particular thermodynamic situation which existed in the past, so that the sensations elsewhere in the brain are repeated? If it does, why does the molecular brew return to that particular moment in time? Why not yesterday, five years ago, or a hundred and twenty years? It could be – and this is the thing that excites me – it could be that there is some very potent link connecting the taker of the drug with the first human image recorded in the brain, while under the drug’s influence. In both our cases we saw the horseman. The compulsion to follow him was particularly urgent.You felt it, so did I. What I don’t yet know is why he plays Virgil to our Dante in this particular Inferno, but he does, there’s no escaping him. I’ve made the “trip” – to use the students’ phraseology – a number of times, and he’s invariably there. You’ll find the same thing happens on your next adventure. He always takes charge.’

The assumption that I was to continue acting as guinea-pig for Magnus did not surprise me. It was typical of our many years of friendship, both at Cambridge and afterwards. He called the tune, and I danced, in God only knew how many disreputable escapades in our undergraduate life together, and later when we went our separate ways, he to his career as a biophysicist and thence to a professorship at London University, I to the tamer routine of a publisher’s office. My marriage to Vita three years ago had made the first break between us, possibly a salutary one for us both. The sudden offer of his house for the summer holidays, which I had accepted gratefully, being between jobs – Vita was urging me to accept a directorship in a flourishing New York publishing firm run by her brother, and I needed time to decide – now appeared to have strings attached. The long, lazy days with which he had baited me, lying about in the garden, sailing across the bay, were beginning to take on another aspect.

‘Now look here, Magnus,’ I said, ‘I did this for you today because I was curious, and also because I was on my own, and whether the drug had any effect or not didn’t matter one way or the other. It’s quite out of the question to go on. When Vita and her children arrive I shall be tied up with them.’

‘When do they come?’

‘The boys break up in about a week. Vita’s flying back from New York to fetch them from school and bring them down here.’

‘That’s all right.You can achieve a lot in a week. Look, I must go. I’ll ring you at the same time tomorrow. Goodbye.’

He had gone. I was left holding the receiver, with a hundred questions to ask and nothing resolved. How damnably typical of Magnus. He had not even told me if I must expect some side-effect from his hell-brew of synthetic fungus and monkeys’ brain-cells, or whatever the solution was that he had extracted from his range of loathsome bottles. The vertigo might seize me again, and the nausea too. I might suddenly go blind, or mad, or both. To hell with Magnus and his freak experiment…

I decided to go upstairs and take a bath. It would be a relief to strip off my sweaty shirt, torn trousers, the lot, and relax in a tub of steaming water primed with bath-oil – Magnus was nothing if not fastidious in his tastes. Vita would approve of the bedroom suite he had put at our disposal, his own, in point of fact, bedroom, bathroom, dressing-room, the bedroom with a stunning view across the bay.

I lay back in the bath, letting the water run until it reached my chin, and thought of our last evening in London, when his dubious experiment had been proposed. Previously he had merely suggested that, if I wanted somewhere to go during the boys’ school holidays, Kilmarth was mine for the taking. I had telephoned Vita in New York, pressing the offer. Vita, not altogether enthusiastic, being a hot-house plant like many American women, and usually preferring to take a vacation under a Mediterranean sky with a casino handy, demurred that it always rained in Cornwall, didn’t it, and would the house be warm enough, and what should we do about food? I reassured her on all these points, even to the daily woman who came up every morning from the village, and finally she agreed, chiefly, I think, because I had explained there was a dishwasher and an outsize fridge in the lately converted kitchen. Magnus was much amused when I told him.

‘Three years of marriage,’ he said, ‘and the dishwasher means more to your conjugal life than the double bed I’m throwing in for good measure. I warned you it wouldn’t last.The marriage, I mean, not the bed.’

I skated over the somewhat thorny topic of my marriage, which was going through a period of reaction after the first impulsive, passionate twelve months, for if it was thorny this was largely because I wanted to remain in England and Vita wanted me to settle in the States. In any event, neither my marriage nor my future job concerned Magnus, and he passed on to talk about the house, the various changes he had made since his parents had died – I had stayed there several times when we were at Cambridge – and how he had converted the old laundry in the basement to a laboratory, just for the fun of it, so that he could amuse himself with experiments that would have no connection with his work in London.

On this last occasion he had prepared the ground well with an excellent dinner, and I was under the usual spell of his personality, when he suddenly said, ‘I’ve had what I think is a success with one particular piece of research. A combination of plant and chemical into a drug which has an extraordinary effect upon the brain.’

His manner was casual, but Magnus was always casual when he was making some statement that was important to him.

‘I thought all the so-called hard drugs had that effect,’ I said. ‘The people who take them, mescalin, LSD, or whatever, pass into a world of fantasy filled with exotic blooms and imagine they’re in Paradise.’

He poured more brandy into my glass. ‘There was no fantasy about the world I entered,’ he said. ‘It was very real indeed.’

This piqued my curiosity. A world other than his own egotistical centre would have to possess some special attraction to draw him into it.

‘What sort of world?’ I asked.

‘The past,’ he answered.

I remember laughing as I cupped the brandy glass in my hand. ‘All your sins, do you mean? The evil deeds of a misspent youth?’

‘No, no,’ he shook his head impatiently, ‘nothing personal at all. I was merely an observer. No, the fact was….’ he broke off, and shrugged his shoulders. ‘I won’t tell you what I saw: it would spoil the experiment for you.’

‘Spoil the experiment for me?’

‘Yes. I want you to try the drug yourself, and see if it produces the same effect.’

I shook my head.‘Oh, no,’ I told him,‘we’re not at Cambridge any more. Twenty years ago I might have swallowed one of your concoctions and risked death. Not any longer.’

‘I’m not asking you to risk death,’ he said impatiently. ‘I’m asking you to give up twenty minutes, possibly an hour, of an idle afternoon, before Vita and the children arrive, by trying an experiment on yourself that may change the whole conception of time as we know it at present.’

There was no doubt that he meant every word he said. He was no longer the flippant Magnus of Cambridge days: he was a professor of biophysics, already famous in his particular field, and, although I understood little if anything of his life’s work, I realized that if he really had hit upon some remarkable drug he might be mistaken in its importance, but he was not lying about his own evaluation of it.

‘Why me?’ I asked.‘Why not try it on your disciples in London University under proper conditions?’

‘Because it would be premature,’ he said, ‘and because I’m not prepared to risk telling anyone, not even my disciples, as you choose to call them. You are the only one to know that I’m even thinking along these particular lines, which is way outside the stuff I usually do. I stumbled on this thing by chance, and I’ve got to find out more about it before I’m even remotely satisfied that it has possibilities. I intend to work on it when I come down to Kilmarth in September. Meanwhile, you’re going to be alone in the house. You could at least try it once, and report back. I may be entirely wrong about it. It may have no effect upon you except to turn your hands and feet temporarily numb and make your brain, such as you possess, dear boy, rather more alert than it is at present.’

Of course in the end, after another glass of brandy, he had talked me into it. He gave me detailed instructions about the lab, he gave me the keys to the lab itself and to the cupboard where he kept the drug, and described the sudden effect it might have – no intervening stage, but direct transition from one state to another – and he said something about the after-effects, the possibility of nausea. It was only when I asked him directly what I was likely to see that he became evasive.

‘No,’ he said, ‘it might predispose you, unconsciously, to see what I saw. You’ve got to make this experiment with an open mind, unprejudiced.’

A few days later I left London and drove to Cornwall. The house was aired and ready – Magnus had briefed Mrs Collins from Polkerris, the small village below Kilmarth – and I found vases filled with flowers, food in the fridge, and fires in the music-room and the library, although it was mid-July;Vita could not have done better herself. I spent the first couple of days enjoying the peace of the place, and the comfort, too, which, if I remembered rightly, had been lacking in former times when Magnus’s delightful and somewhat eccentric parents were in command.The father, Commander Lane, had been a retired naval man with a passion for sailing a ten-ton yacht in which we were invariably seasick, the mother a vague, haphazard creature of great charm who pottered about in an enormous broad-brimmed hat whatever the weather, indoors and out, and spent her time snipping the dead heads off roses, which she grew with passion but with singular lack of real success. I laughed at them and loved them, and when they died within twelve months of one another I was almost more distressed than Magnus was himself.

It all seemed a long time ago now. The house was a good deal changed and modernized, yet somehow their engaging presence lingered still, or so I had thought, those first few days. Now, after the experiment, I was not so sure. Unless, having seldom penetrated the basement in those early holidays, I had been unaware that it held other memories.

I got out of the bath and dried myself, put on a change of clothes, lit a cigarette, and went downstairs to the music-room, so called in lieu of the more conventional ‘drawing-room’ because Magnus’s parents excelled at playing and singing duets. I wondered if it was still too soon to pour myself the drink I badly needed. Better be safe than sorry – I would wait another hour.

I switched on the radiogram and picked a record at random from the top of the stack. Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 might restore my poise and equanimity. Magnus must have mixed up his records the last time he was down, however, for it was not the measured strains of Bach that fell upon my ears, as I lay stretched on the sofa before the log fire, but the insidious, disquieting murmur of Debussy’s La Mer. Odd choice for Magnus when he had been down at Easter. I thought he eschewed the romantic composers. I must have been mistaken, unless his taste had changed through the years. Or had his dabbling in the unknown awakened a liking for more mystical sounds, the magical conjuring of sea upon the shore? Had Magnus seen the estuary sweeping deep into the land, as I had done this afternoon? Had he seen the green fields sharp and clear, the blue water prodding the valley, the stone walls of the Priory graven against the hill? I did not know: he had not told me. So much unasked on that abortive telephone conversation. So much unsaid.

I let the record play to the end, but far from calming me it had the opposite effect. The house was strangely silent now the music had stopped, and with the rise and fall of La Mer still lingering in my head I walked through the hall to the library and looked out of the wide window to the sea. It was slaty grey, whipped darker in places by a westerly wind, yet calm, with little swell. Different from the more turbulent blue sea of afternoon glimpsed in that other world.

There are two staircases descending to the basement at Kilmarth.The first, leading from the hall, goes direct to the cellars and the boiler-room, and thence to the door into the patio. The second is reached by passing through the kitchen, and so down to the back entrance, the old kitchen, scullery, larder and laundry. It was the laundry, reached by the second staircase, that Magnus had converted to a laboratory.

I went down these stairs, turned the key of the door, and entered the laboratory once again. There was nothing clinical about it. The old sink still stood upon the stone-flagged floor beneath a small barred window. Beside it was an open fireplace, with a cloam oven, used in old days for baking bread, cut into the thickness of the wall. In the cobwebbed ceiling were rusty hooks, from which in former times salted meat and hams must have hung.

Magnus had ranged his curious exhibits along the slatted shelves fixed to the walls. Some of them were skeletons, but others were still intact, preserved in a chemical solution, their flesh bleached pale. Most were hard to distinguish – for all I knew they could have been kittens in embryo form, or even rats. The two specimens I recognized were the monkey’s head, the smooth skull perfectly preserved, like the bald pate of a tiny unborn child, with eyes closed, and, next to it, a second monkey’s head from which the brain had been removed, and which now lay in a jar near by, pickled and brown. There were other jars and other bottles that held fungi, plants and grasses, grotesquely shaped, with spreading tentacles and curling leaves.

I had mocked him, over the telephone, calling the laboratory Bluebeard’s chamber. Now, as I looked round it again, the memory of my afternoon still vivid in my mind, the small room seemed to hold a different quality, I was reminded not so much of the bearded potentate in the Eastern fairy-tale as of an engraving, long forgotten, that had scared me as a child. It was called ‘The Alchemist’. A figure, naked save for a loincloth, was crouching by a walled oven like the one here in the laundry, kindling a fire with bellows, and to his left stood a hooded monk and an abbot, carrying a cross. A fourth man, in medieval hat and cloak, leant upon a stick conferring with them. There had been bottles, too, upon a table, and open jars containing eggshells, hairs and thread-like worms, and in the centre of the room a tripod with a rounded flask balanced upon it, and in the flask a minute lizard with a dragon’s head.

Why only now, after some five-and-thirty years, did the memory of that dread engraving return to haunt me? I turned away, locking the door of Magnus’s laboratory, and went upstairs. I could not wait any longer for that much-needed drink.
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It rained the following day, one of those steady mizzles that accompany a drifting fog from the sea, preventing any enjoyment out of doors. I awoke feeling perfectly normal, having slept surprisingly well, but when I drew back the curtains and saw the state of the weather I went back to bed again, despondent, wondering what I was going to do with myself all day.

This was the Cornish climate about which Vita had expressed her doubts, and I could imagine her reproaches if it happened when the holidays were in full swing, my young stepsons staring aimlessly out of the window, then forced into wellingtons and macs and sent, protesting, to walk along the sands at Par. Vita would wander from music-room to library altering the position of the furniture, saying how much better she could arrange the rooms if they were hers, and when this palled she would telephone one of her many friends from the American Embassy crowd in London, themselves outward bound for Sardinia or Greece. These symptoms of discontent I was spared for a while longer, and the days ahead of me, wet or fine, were at least free, my own time for my own movements.

The obliging Mrs Collins brought me up my breakfast and the morning paper, commiserated with me about the weather, saying that the Professor always found plenty to do in that funny little old room of his down under, and informed me that she would roast one of her own chickens for my lunch. I had no intention of going ‘down under’, and opened the morning paper and drank my coffee. But the doubtful interest of the sports page soon palled, and my attention wandered back to the all-absorbing question of exactly what had happened to me the previous afternoon.

Had there been some telepathic communication between Magnus and myself? We had tried this at Cambridge, with cards and numbers, but it had never worked, except once or twice by pure coincidence. And we had been more intimate in those days than we were now. I could think of no means, telepathic or otherwise, by which Magnus and I could have undergone the same experience, separated by an interval of some three months – it was Easter, apparently, when he had tried the drug himself – unless that experience was directly connected with previous happenings at Kilmarth. Part of the brain, Magnus had suggested, was susceptible to reversal, restoring conditions, when under the influence of the drug, to an earlier period in its chemical history. Yet why that particular time? Had the horseman planted so indelible a stamp on his surroundings that any previous or later period was blotted out?

I thought back to the days when I had stayed at Kilmarth as an undergraduate. The atmosphere was casual, happy-go-lucky. I remembered asking Mrs Lane once whether the house was haunted. My question was an idle one, for certainly it did not have an haunted atmosphere – I asked simply because it was old.
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