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‘This is how he grows: by being defeated, decisively by constantly greater beings.’


‘The Man Watching’
Rainer Maria Rilke, 1901
Translation by Robert Bly




I


fire And wood


[image: Image]




One
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Dublin, 1922


Starlings quiver on the black trees as Edith removes her hat. She wants to feel the wind about her head, the pure stoke of it, whipping her hair up all out of order. She wants to sense the briny sting of the sea against her brow, the pluck and tug of it upon her lips and cheeks. The spring sun has turned the water white, as though there is a vast field of snow stretching before her towards Howth, not sea.


She stands on Carlisle Pier, brittle, twig-like. Her silhouette against the milky sky as dark as the starlings on the black trees beyond. Her hair is a riot, wild strands of it waving Dun Laoghaire goodbye, waving him goodbye, rising and spiking like flickering black flames against the white. In her left hand she holds a soft leather bag and now her hat. In her right a suitcase, one of its clasps secured with string. Slung over her shoulder by a loop of rope is a small wooden box, her daughter’s portable garden: alpines, nubbles of limestone, miniature ferns, tiny narcissi. As light as a bag of apples.


She leans into the wind as razorbills strain to hover overhead, her eyes following the contours of a landscape she will never see again. In the distance the elegant purple hills, below them the esplanade, closer still the black trees. She can hear the sound of the church bell rising from the town, then the calls from the porters. The mailboat is to depart for Holyhead, its funnels already spewing rills of black smoke into the early morning sky.


‘Let’s go,’ her daughter says to her.


She does not move. She cannot bear to leave him.


‘Let’s go,’ her daughter says again.


Setting down her luggage for a moment, she gathers her hair. She puts on her hat, tugs the rim of it down to shade her eyes. Before she boards the boat she wipes away the tears that are now running down her face and tells her daughter they are only caused by the wind.




Two
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Belfast, 1906


Oliver has no idea where he is, or why he is where he is. There’s a dense fog in his brain. His head feels as though it has been split in two. His throat is sore, his tongue leaden, and his lips feel as though they are sutured together like barnacle to rock. He opens his eyes slowly, can make out only dark irregular shapes in the room, whatever room it is he’s in.


He shudders, looks down at himself. He is dressed only in his underpants, a white cotton blur in the gloom. A sharp worry creases his brain. Try as he might he cannot latch on to any detail which will help him explain why he is on the floor in such a state of undress. He squints as he looks around him. Eventually a shape takes form on the other side of the room. A face? He holds his focus as best he can. It’s a face all right, but it’s the pale face of a clock, its large hands signalling seven – in the morning, he assumes by the weak light inching round the window frame, but what morning? And why is he slouched against someone else’s furniture and not in his own bed? Then he remembers. Jesus, the party, Fred Felix’s party! Last night – after the 8.45 – I’m in Felix’s dressing room – must be?


He hears a gentle snore close to him. God! There’s someone else in the room with him, and him practically buck-naked. Then another thought – maybe they’re just as naked as he is. Struggling to turn on to his knees; he feels an icy pain like a knife in his head. His back aches. He grabs on to the corner of the chaise longue against which he is slouched. As he pushes himself up on to his feet he feels something hard in his right hand. He opens it to find a small, white object. A stone? He looks closer. Sees its irregular shape. A charm from a bracelet, perhaps? He walks stiffly over to the window, pulls at the limp curtains. A spill of innocent morning light pours into the room. The air now furry with dust.


Oliver looks down at his open hand. He’s holding a large molar, bloodied at its root, a sinewy fragment of vein and flesh attached to it and a cloud of blood on his skin. The fingertips of his other hand are covered in blood. Oliver immediately checks his mouth, stuffing his fingers in to feel his teeth and gums. Nothing is missing. Whose tooth am I holding, then? He looks at the molar with alarm and disgust. What in God’s name happened last night? And where are my clothes?


He walks unsteadily over to a figure lying on the floor. As he bends over to get a closer look his head buzzes, his stomach goes into spasm, feels as though it’s being folded a thousand times over. Slowly the figure takes form and he realises it’s a woman sprawled out on top of his clothes. One part of her skirt is hitched up to her waist and his Prussian blue cravat, which he doesn’t even remember wearing at the party last night, is tied around her thigh. She is sleeping soundly. There is blood around her mouth. He draws back, worried. Is it her tooth he’s holding in his hand?


He pushes her shoulder gently but she does not stir. He hears another snore, but this time from the other side of the room. He turns towards the sound, approaches it cautiously. The shape he finds huddled in the corner turns out to be Fred Felix, the host of last night’s party, dressed in the blue chiffon evening dress which Oliver now vaguely remembers the young barrel jumper Elsie Smart wearing when she arrived. Felix’s legs and feet are bare. His hairpiece – damn it, I knew it was a bloody wig – has been removed. Across his pasty bald head someone has written the words ‘Go to Hell’ in bright red lipstick. Oliver turns back to the woman. He bends down and tugs at his clothes. The woman doesn’t move. He places the bloodied tooth on the table beside him, which is littered with empty beer bottles and plates, and wipes his hand on his underpants. Then he pulls hard at his clothes, freeing his shirt and trousers. The woman rolls over on to her front. He searches for his socks – somehow he’d feel less vulnerable with his socks on. He finds them and slips one on his right foot with great difficulty, then the other on his left. Slowly he dresses himself but it seems as though he is getting colder the more clothes he puts on, not warmer. Shivers run through every muscle in his body.


He moves slowly across the room, realising now that he’s in the kitchen of the Empire Theatre and not in Fred Felix’s dressing room. At what stage of the evening’s proceedings did they migrate to the kitchen? He needs something hot to drink. Tea, yes, tea would help – no, maybe something cold, water, just water – no, tea would be better. He gradually makes it to the sink near the window and fills a small kettle with water. He turns on the gas of the two-ringed stove. As he places the kettle on the ring he lifts his head to the mirror on the wall in front of him. A ghostly face stares back. Oh Jesus, Mary and sweet Saint Joseph – this is certainly the worst hangover he has ever had. How much in God’s name did he drink? He looks closer at his face in the mirror. There is blood around his lips. He splashes water on his face and wipes the blood away with the back of his hand. He stands clutching on to the edge of the sink waiting for the kettle to boil. It feels as though it is taking an interminably long time. Finally it whistles feebly, a screeching inside his brain. He empties the green metal teapot and puts two large spoonfuls of tea into it, then pours in the boiling water. He waits this time for the tea to draw. Again, it feels torturous. He might as well make a cup of tea for the woman, at least then he’ll be able to ask for his Prussian blue cravat – too much of a liberty to untie it from her thigh while she’s asleep. If she woke up while he was retrieving it, how would he explain himself? He pours out two cups of tea, and brings one over to the woman. He pulls her body round and shakes her. She doesn’t respond. He shakes her again. She opens her eyes and immediately flinches at the light, dropping her chin to her chest.


‘Hello … em … how are you?’ he asks.


The woman eventually lifts her head and with bleary eyes stares at his mouth as though wondering what it is.


‘How am I … or … who am I?’ she replies, her voice croaking.


‘How are you? Are you all right?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I made you some tea.’


‘Oh … thank you.’


The woman pushes herself up into a sitting position with some difficulty and takes the cup of tea from Oliver. He looks at her face. Blood is crusted around her mouth, a ring of stale ale visible on her upper lip. She has the beginnings of a black eye.


‘Oh … thank you,’ she groans.


‘Sorry,’ he says tentatively.


‘Shorry?’


‘Yes, I’m sorry,’ Oliver continues politely, ‘but I think I’ve removed one of your molars.’ He lifts the tooth from the table and shows it to her.


The woman looks puzzled. ‘Did I ashk you? I musht have ashked you. That tooth wash giving me sho much bother.’


Oliver meekly hands it back to her. They both stare at it in her palm. There is an embarrassed silence. If neither of them remember him ramming his hand into her mouth and wrenching out her molar, what other heightened intimate encounter do they not remember?


The woman looks up at Oliver.


‘And, come to think of it – who are you?’ Oliver says.


‘I’m Edith.’ The woman meekly reaches out her hand to him.


He shakes it. ‘Pleased to meet you, Edith.’


‘Edith Foshter. Pleashed to meet you too. You’re Oliver Fleck – the Illushionist.’


‘I am.’


‘A wonderful performance lasht night,’ she says flatly, then rubs her head.


A beat while Oliver contemplates what she might be referring to. ‘Oh,’ he says realising. ‘Thank you. Yes, I had a new illusion which seemed to go down well …’ He sighs audibly with the effort of speaking.


Edith attempts to stand and Oliver helps her to her feet. Holding on to his arm, she sways from side to side. She is an odd little thing, he thinks, tipping thirty perhaps, and for a small woman has a tall woman’s nose. Even though she’s smiling – a strange, placatory crumpled smile – the natural fall of her face gives her a serious look, almost angry. Her skin is delicate and creamy. Her dark green eyes are peppered with violet (echoed now by the rising violet bruise on the right side of her face). Her eyebrows have a noble arc to them, he notes, and although most of her cinnamon brown hair is gathered at the back of her head in a loose bun like a bird’s nest, one long thick strand of it falls across her shoulder. She wears a plainly fashioned dress of black merino with a thin cream stripe along the skirt. He stares at her moustache of stale ale, at the trim of dried blood around her mouth.


He wants to ask her for his cravat back as it is still tied around her thigh but for some reason, which he is unable to fathom, he cannot bring himself to. He feels a flush of self-consciousness, which is most unlike him.


They stand in the kitchen holding on to one another as though on the deck of a sea-tossed ship. If not for the scratching at the door they would happily have stayed like that – one a fulcrum for the other – for quite some time, for as long as it took for their world to stop turning.


Oliver slowly breaks away from Edith and opens the door. Fred Felix’s dog Minty races in, dashes straight over to Felix and begins licking his bald head. Oliver decides to make his exit before Felix comes around, offering a ridiculous little flutter of his fingers to Edith as he goes. She flutters her fingers back at him, still smiling. He cringes as he closes the door. Let’s forget about all that, better to forget the whole damn thing!




Three
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His matinee performance that afternoon at the Empire is a disaster. Apart from the fact that every move Oliver makes feels excruciating to him and that big drum is still banging in his head, what’s worse is that he has learned that Edith, the woman whose molar he removed at the party, has been hired at the last minute to replace the resident pianist Arthur Sullivan for the matinee. Worse still, the orchestra have been hired to play for the evening performances only and so Edith will be providing the only musical accompaniment.


Edith sits at the piano now with a huge bandage around her head, her black eye shining. She has taken laudanum for the atrocious pain in her jaw and downed two whiskies and she cannot find the keys. ‘The Sparkling Songsters Wilson & Welsh’ wait patiently for their intro for ‘She Got away with Murder’, which never arrives, then sing unaccompanied regardless, feigning cockiness, only to have Edith join in with them halfway through playing a completely different tune. When Mlle Sabine arrives on stage, stocky and low-bosomed in her sky blue paduasoy, ready with her flock of performing cockatoos, Edith’s sudden and over-enthusiastic flurry on the keys startles the birds so much they panic and squawk and will not stay on their perch. Then ‘The Famous Foot Controller’, Gordon McGregor, finds it all but impossible to keep in time with Edith’s alternating tempo, first he has to drag his legs like ancient stones across the boards then high kick at such an agonising speed it nearly kills him.


When it is Oliver’s turn he carries on the best he can but the entire performance is a shambles. During his ‘The Appearing Woman’ illusion he signals frantically at Edith – who, having now found the piano keys, appears completely baffled as to the order in which she should play them – to cease her musical accompaniment as he is finding it impossible to concentrate. After his ‘Medusa’ illusion, he bows stiffly as Edith attempts to play him off the stage, now punching the piano keyboard with her fists as though she is deflating a long and unwieldy slab of dough.


Oliver feels sickened. He has always been meticulous in his preparation and professional in his performance. Always has and always is. He can never bear to be mediocre. He had, after all, learnt from the greatest illusionists and hypnotists of the day, men who performed at the Alhambra Theatre when he worked there first as a call boy and then as assistant to the house manager. When The Great Bandini appeared for the first time, he remembers, he had stood enthralled in the wings. He had watched Bandini – in his signature golden turban – at every matinee and evening show until he knew the performance by heart. When Bandini’s assistant had fallen ill one evening, Oliver, then almost nineteen, had offered to take his place. At first he was laughed at – traditionally it was always a woman the illusionist made disappear – but when he talked through the performance moment by moment, Bandini was so impressed by his knowledge he agreed. The new partnership made the illusion an even greater success and, after the run at the Alhambra, Bandini asked Oliver to work with him on his upcoming British tour. He worked with Bandini for the next five years. A wonderful time, he remembers fondly. Bandini had become like a father to him.


Determined to redeem himself after the afternoon’s fiasco – he must, for he still has two Saturday evening shows ahead of him – he sends his button-fly collared shirt out to Patterson’s Dyers & Cleaners on Castle Street to be starched. He grabs a quick and rather fevered nap in his dressing room then asks the management for a full rehearsal with Sullivan and the orchestra before the 6.45 p.m. In the midst of organising the finer details of next week’s programme, the management half-heartedly agree.


At six o’clock Oliver heads for the stage.


‘Can we please get the rehearsal started!’ he shouts out into the auditorium. Silence. ‘Please can we – can we start from the top!’


A female voice rises from the dark of the orchestra pit. ‘He’sh gone. They’re all gone.’


Oliver spreads his hand flat out in front of him to block the glare from the footlight. ‘Who’s that?’ he asks curtly.


‘There’sh only me.’


Oliver’s heart sinks. He recognises the voice. It’s her again, Edith ‘Foshter’. ‘Where’s Sullivan? I was told he would be back. Do we have house lights?’ he throws out to the wings.


‘Shullivan’s gone acrossh Telfair’s Entry to The Kitchen Bar, shaid he won’t be back for the evening shows, or ever.’


Oliver steps forward, a spool of darkness eclipses him enough to aid his vision. He frowns and squeezes his eyelids together in order to get a better view of the woman seated at the piano, her face a milky blister in the murk. His eyes adjust slowly. Yes, it’s Edith all right, still sporting a black eye but without the bandage around her head this time.


‘What on earth do you mean – he’s gone?’ Oliver arches his back in disbelief.


‘What I mean by “gone” ish – he ish no longer here.’ Edith strikes one brisk chord on the piano as though to say and that’s as much information as you’re going to get out of me.


Oliver looks at her. ‘And what about the orchestra? Where’s the conductor?’


‘Dunno,’ she shouts up to the stage. ‘From the top, then?’


‘Sullivan can’t walk out like that!’ Oliver leans back on his heels, turns to check each side of the stage as though expecting Sullivan to return.


‘Well he jusht did – he’sh quit,’ Edith pipes up. ‘Shaid the whole thing ish nothing but a damn dingy circus.’


‘He said that about my performance?’


‘I think the dingy circush he wash referring to wash life in general. I wouldn’t take it too pershonally. Don’t worry, I’m only booked for tonight, then you’ll be free of me. From the top, then?’ she asks brightly.


Oliver rubs his hand across his chest as if to calm a rising temper. ‘Eh, yes … from the top, but this time perhaps “Intermezzo” in A by Brahms,’ he mutters.


Edith immediately thrashes out the opening chords of a raucously jolly tune.


‘What the hell is that?’ Oliver shouts.


‘Didn’t you shay “The Prehishtoric Man”?’


‘No, I said’ – is she doing this on purpose? – ‘I said “Intermezzo” in A, by Brahms!’


‘You should shpeak more clearly then.’


Oliver does a double take, but says nothing.


Edith starts playing.


‘Wait!’ Oliver roars at her. Edith stops. ‘I need to time my entrance.’


Edith sighs audibly and Oliver can feel his jaw tighten at the sound. Who the hell does this woman think she is?


A clattering of heels and Millie Evans, Oliver’s assistant for ‘The Appearing Woman’ illusion, appears on stage. She wears a glittery frock, which balloons from her robust waist. Her hair is set in tight curls.


‘It’s too cold down there,’ she complains.


‘Tough,’ says Oliver. ‘We’re just about to start. Wear a blanket until Maclagan winds you up. Maclagan – you ready?’ Oliver hollers at the floor.


‘He’s gone for a keek.’ Millie rubs her bare arms with her hands to warm them.


Oliver winces at the sound of the word coming out of such a pretty mouth. ‘Jesus, in that case we’ll never get started.’


He has one more week here at the Empire before he heads off on the Ernie Talbot Circuit for a six-month tour: Derry, Dublin, Edinburgh and a whole cluster of venues in the North of England. Tonight, as on the rest of the tour, Oliver will perform at the end of the first half despite his best efforts to secure the prime spot of closing the show. He knows at this stage in his career, with his reputation, he deserves that billing. But Sydney Brown, the theatre manager, has booked The Ted Lennard Five, a troupe of trampolinists, to close the show at the Empire tonight. Got to give the crowds what they want, Sydney Brown had said, got to keep up with the times. Well you’ve certainly struck fucking gold there, Sydney, Oliver thinks as he waits for Hughie Maclagan, his mechanical assistant. Up with the times! Hope they end up going through the fucking roof!


Maclagan pokes his head in from the wings. ‘Sorry. Nature called.’


‘You took your time,’ Millie shivers and scowls at him.


‘Well,’ Maclagan answers calmly, ‘as my mother always used to say – a man should never bolt a shite.’


A ‘ta-da’ resounds from the piano.


Maclagan extends a hand in the direction of the orchestra pit in appreciation.


‘Let’s get on with this,’ Oliver growls.


He is finding her distracting. She will not sit still at the piano. She shifts from side to side on the piano stool as she plays. He needs silence for his opening speech but he can hear her flicking through her sheet music. When he stops the rehearsal to work through some detail or other, he senses her moving around as though she is looking for a mislaid pencil, then fumbling for something on the floor. He can hear a strange clicking noise, whatever it is. This distraction continues until he stops, moves to the edge of the stage and looks directly at her. He catches a glimpse of something large and furry on her lap. What is it? Absent-mindedly, she lifts it up in the air with one hand while waiting for a moment to resume playing. Oliver can see it clearly now. It is a large ball of wool, and hanging from a thick needle is a half-knitted something. What in God’s name, he thinks. She’s fucking knitting, she’s fucking knitting while she’s playing the piano.


He asks the obvious. ‘Are you knitting?’


She looks up at him, a pale diffusion of a face looming forward in the dark. He cannot grasp her exact expression but suspects an indignant one.


‘Pardon,’ she says lightly.


‘Are you knitting? You’re knitting.’


‘Shee thish?’ She holds her knitting up clear of the piano.


‘A right Madame Defarge we have here,’ he mutters, but loud enough for her to hear him.


‘Shee thish?’ She bellows at him this time. ‘What do you think thish ish?’


Oliver is a little taken aback by her manner. ‘It looks like a scarf or shawl of some kind.’ He raises his eyebrows in disbelief that he is taking her question seriously and answering her.


‘You may shink it’s a shawl of shome kind, but this shawl represhents the washted moments of my life in regular and pearl.’


Oliver shakes his head, completely bemused by her.


Edith continues. ‘All the time I am waiting for you to make up your mind, your dithering about, your “will I come on shtage right or shtage left, now which looks shtrongest?” and your “why am I giving her the bunch of flowersh at thish moment? Maybe I should wait for the music to peak and then – or maybe I should throw the flowersh into the audience” and “oh the light ish too bright in my eyes” and “who hash removed my markings on the shtage because now I don’t know where to shtand”!’


The silence is so intense you can smell it.


Oliver speaks quietly and slowly. ‘It all has to do with the timing, Madame Defarge.’ He grits his teeth. ‘Everything has to do with the timing. Particularly after such a disastrous matinee.’ He indulges for a moment in the idea of the Bastille, the guillotine poised above her neck. ‘Ev-ery-thing.’


She looks up at him. They lock eyes. ‘It sheems everything has to do with the washting of time, if you want my honesht opinion.’


‘I don’t want your honest opinion.’


‘It’s not ash though you’ve dishcovered the Holy Grail – it’sh a trick, get on with it.’


‘It’s an illusion.’ His voice is steady. He cannot believe her impertinence. She was a much nicer person when she was hungover, he thinks.


‘Well, you’ll need to cheat the rug a little further downshtage in your illushion or else they’ll shee the trapdoor.’


Oliver does not move, or speak. How had he not seen that? The one detail that would blow the illusion. He gathers himself for a moment. Maclagan should have checked. He should have checked.


Edith throws her knitting on the floor of the orchestra pit and lights up a cigarette.


She is raising his game. He checks the position of the rug from the auditorium – she was right, damn it – and continues with the rehearsal.


She is on cue every time. All he has to do is ask her once. She understands exactly what is needed. The all essential timing, it becomes apparent, is in her bones.




Four
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The first evening show at 6.45 sees Oliver at the top of his form, as it does Edith, who outshines the orchestra, hitting every nuance and beat. Oliver is heartened by her. He’s glad that Sullivan did a runner and hopes Edith will now be booked for the rest of the run.


Word of mouth draws more than the usual number of patrons to the Empire Theatre for the 8.45 show. People are very keen to see this Mr Oliver Fleck, Mysterious Illusionist and Hypnotist, some are even standing in the aisles. Earlier, there had been a slight scuffle at the box office, a misunderstanding over tickets, then a swift resolve as the management apologised and offered both parties the best seats in the house. There were jealous looks from the other patrons waiting in the queue, smiles on the faces of those recompensed. Eventually the call came from front of house for the ladies and gentlemen to take their seats.


The running order is the same as the earlier shows, the double act Wilson & Welsh is followed by Mlle Sabine (this time with becalmed cockatoos), then a group of Eccentric Dancers, an Irish Impersonator, a Sword-Swallower and a Fire-Eater, however, Gordon McGregor ‘The Foot Controller’ is laid up in his dressing room with a twisted ankle and has been replaced by Baritone Barry Bristow.


Now, Oliver walks out into the broth of smoke and sweat of a full house. He stops centre, stands solid and still, takes his time, lifts his head to the gods. A large, ominous shape haloed in a gold spill of light. Silence falls across the auditorium.


He gestures to the orchestra to play but holds his gaze on Edith. She nods and smiles at him. There is a clear ring of brass, a swift kiss of strings as the violins pitch in, then bass chords rumble and growl from the piano as Edith hits the keys. His choice – the opening strains of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 7 in A Major, a lulling distant thunder like the sound of his blood. His heart is beating fast. Yet everything is contained. The orchestra struggles with the slower pace, not the serio-comic accompaniment they are used to, but Edith happily works her elbows up and down like a wingless bird trying to take flight. The audience senses the vibration, sees the attentive regard in which the conductor holds his head and shoulders, his right arm extended, the baton pulsing, and a hush falling over the house. The low thunder of music creeps closer, lightened by a fresh breeze of violins, and another burst of brass. The crystalline ring of a xylophone now vibrates through his bones, his pulse lifts, he breathes deeply, feels every pore in his body open to the music and to the heat of a full house.


He takes off his tailcoat – revealing his shirt and bow tie, starched and pristine white – and hands it to Maclagan (who in stark contrast to Oliver’s generous frame is a wiry shackle of flesh and bone). He brushes back his hair, his handsomeness fuelled by the burning light which now rises in his eyes. He raises his arms, thrusts his chest forward, takes the weight off his tailbone, bounces a little on his feet, ready to present ‘The Appearing Woman’. A loud cough from the second row, another from the back, then a chorus of coughs from the balcony, but he keeps his flow, he does not lose concentration.


Maclagan now offers him a folded cloth. Oliver cracks it like a whip and it opens as splendidly as a sail in a tailwind. Dust motes jiggle like a frenzy of sea flies in the footlights. The sail becomes a momentary parachute, then falls to cover a rosewood table which stands on a rug concealing the trapdoor, its secret opening hidden from view. With his right hand he slowly smoothes his hair back then extends his arm towards the table, banging his foot upon the wooden stage floor. He spreads his fingers wide. The xylophone intensifies. He grabs at the air with his outstretched hand and suddenly the cloth begins to rise. He can feel the audience’s trepidation like a prickling on his skin. Something is taking shape beneath the cloth. They watch in amazement as the cloth continues to rise, up and up, each moment pirouetting blissfully into the next. Then with a flourish he pulls the cloth from the rising shape and reveals a woman – Millie Evans – standing on the table. There is a large gasp from the crowd. Millie smiles and is about to speak when Oliver raises his hand to her. He addresses her in a strange churring mixture of vowels and consonants, a demonic mumbo-jumbo. She closes her eyes and begins to sway to his deep and sonorous song. She leans into the air as though testing her weight against it, her arms floating upwards from her sides. He has hypnotised her. Suddenly he claps his hands. She falls from the table, her skirts billowing as she moves through the air, and he catches her in his arms.


The illusion is a huge success and in his bloody-mindedness he knows it. The audience are on their feet. He feels it fully, inhabits himself. A pinprick sparking in his brain and then a delicious, clear surge right through his body, bringing him out of his head, up into a pure and singular world. It’s like a drug to him and he cannot get enough of the heat and charge. This pressing need to perfect, this hunger, which it seems he can never sate.


From the orchestra pit, Edith watches him, sees how his bulk of bone and muscle does not apologise for itself. On the contrary, she thinks, it inhabits more space in the world than is decent. But his brutish presence has nothing to do with the size of his body, he stands about five foot eleven, he’s not a colossus. No, that physical charge he possesses is all to do with what his body displaces: the air, temperature, perception – as though he generates his own climate. There is an immediate handsomeness about him, she thinks, the eyes have it, their gaze is unflinching, intelligent; the way they fix on the darkness in front of them yet still blaze with blue fire. His features are blunt and strong – nose, forehead, chin – his lips soft, expectant. His shoulders are broad, his hands large and expressive, and his wrists although sturdy are slim, leaving plenty of room in his sleeves, fortunately enough considering he’s an illusionist, she laughs to herself. When he smiles – when he smiles at her – there is a taut, elegant rise to his cheekbones. But there’s another kind of smile which he turns on for the crowds, an appropriation of a smile, one that gives a sinister cast to his face, as though he is stubbornly challenging the ‘bastards out there’ to challenge him. That’s the smile she sees on his face now as he stands centre stage.


Oliver places Millie on her feet and Maclagan leads her slowly to the side of the stage, where she stands like an automaton. The audience mumbles – is the woman all right? Will she be woken from her trance? – as they sit uneasily back into their seats.


Now Oliver steps forward to the front of the stage, his manner less flamboyant, his gaze fearless and direct, as though he has a much weightier matter on his mind, as though he is dismissing the audience after wooing them. As a result they appear to want him all the more. He carries the import of what is to come in his body. He does not have to move a muscle to communicate that what they are about to see will contradict all that their senses will tell them, they may even be afraid.


‘Let me warn you,’ he says, ‘this has not been rehearsed. I do not know what will happen. Anything is possible. Those of a delicate disposition should leave now.’ The other performers are drawn to the sides of the stage to watch. Oliver lifts his head to the back of the theatre. ‘But to those of you who stay, come with me,’ he adds. ‘You know you want to.’


He looks at Edith once again, her fingers poised over the keys, her face a picture of concentration, before the stage falls dark behind him and the strains of Beethoven rise once again. Edith detects a devilish hue to his expression now, as though a manic clock is ticking inside him. She feels a shiver run down her spine as she plays. It is as though Oliver’s real trick is to disarm the audience by allowing them to think a little less of him; by wanting them to assume he will not pull off the next task he has set himself.


With one hand Oliver lifts an object from the shadows and brings it into the light. It is a small square case. Moving close to the audience, he slowly opens the front panel of the case. Inside it is empty. The table from ‘The Appearing Woman’ now stands within a curtained recess, which has been erected behind him. He walks upstage, closes the case and places it in the centre of the table.


‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ He lifts his head as he speaks to catch the blaze of light. ‘Is it not odd? This gathering? You and I? Here under this roof at this moment in time. Is it not very odd that we should tolerate each other? That you should sit and wait for me to demonstrate some truth or untruth? Have paid to sit and wait. And odd that I should demonstrate it – whatever it is. Do you not say to yourselves – what am I doing? How has my uncertainty propelled me here? To this theatre. Why do I accept so much?’ He pauses, breathes deeply. ‘But, dear audience, I ask nothing of you – I ask not for your respect, nor for your affection, and certainly not for your pity. For this is all your doing. This counterfeit, this masquerading of the truth. Look at your shabby lives, how you settle for so little. You know nothing, are certain of nothing. Just like me. So, let’s agree on the sham. Let’s at least be honest with ourselves. You come here because you want to witness all that is depraved and grotesque, do not lie. You want me to shock and appal you, to horrify you. So, ladies and gentlemen, allow me to give you what you want!’


He turns to the case and opens it again. Inside the case is a head with snake-like hair – a replica of a sleeping Medusa. The audience respond with a collective intake of breath, so lifelike is the head.


Slowly he lifts the case containing the head and holds it above shoulder height. It appears as though there is only dark empty space beneath it. Keeping his gaze firmly on the audience, he shouts, ‘Wake up, Medusa!’


The eyes of the disembodied head open. They stare out at the audience like two huge black coals. Then suddenly they move from side to side. A woman in the audience screams. There is a momentary panic, low sounds of reassurance, then silence. The music stops.


‘Speak, Medusa!’ Oliver proclaims.


The grotesque black mouth of the head opens and a long green tongue protrudes.


‘I travelled through a Land of Men. A Land of Men and Women too. And heard and saw such dreadful things. As cold Earth wanderers never knew,’ the head wails.


Oliver turns to the head. ‘What dreadful things? Tell us, Medusa!’


The lips of the black mouth part again. The eyes grow wider. ‘The Babe begotten in dire woe – The Woman Old – The Beggar and the Poor, blind and age-bent – Terror strikes through the region wide – The Stars, Sun, Moon all shrink away – A desert vast without a bound – And nothing left to eat or drink – A dark desert all around!’ The audience appears stunned, then there is murmuring as their sense of unease grows.


A woman shouts from the back of the stalls. ‘It’s the end of the world! That monstrous thing is predicting the end of the world! We’re doomed!’


The audience looks around in disbelief. A family gets up to leave, their young daughter visibly upset. Another rumble of panic in the stalls.


Edith is completely enthralled by the spectacle, even though she has seen it all before, knows the mirrors attached to the legs of the table reflect the stage floor so as to make it appear continuous to the back of the set, knows that Maclagan – this scary Medusa – has his body draped in black cloth to prevent it from being seen.


Oliver raises his arm to settle the crowd, then turns to the head. ‘Enough, Medusa!’ he says, drops his arm slowly and places the case back on the table, closing the front panel. ‘Do not be afraid,’ he addresses the audience. ‘Put your trust in me.’ He turns to the case. ‘Now, leave us, Medusa!’ He opens the front panel of the case once more to reveal that the head has vanished and in its place is a heap of straw.


A man in the front row, amazed at what he has seen, slowly begins to applaud, others follow. Oliver walks slowly over to Millie, who still stands in a trance, and guides her centre stage. He claps loudly in front of her and she wakes up. She smiles broadly at him then turns to the audience to take her bow. Oliver bows too. Soon the whole audience is on its feet.


Oliver steps to the front of the stage. He takes another bow. He smiles at Edith who raises her hands to him in applause. No sooner has he left the stage than the audience calls him back. Eventually the curtain falls.


‘You ran eight minutes over!’ Fred Felix is furious with Oliver as he comes off stage.


‘Apologies,’ Oliver says, pushing past him in a hurry to get changed.


‘What do you mean, apologies! They’re going to drop my act at the top of the second half to make up time – I’ve just been told – and Minty’s all primed to go on. You can’t do that to a dog!’


‘Fuck the dog!’


‘Didn’t you see his act?’ Teddy Lewis, who is getting ready to perform his paper-tearing routine, corners Fred Felix. ‘It were bloody marvellous! Who would want to watch a man with a singing mongrel after seeing the head of Medusa come to life – and a mongrel who can’t even sing to boot!’


‘You cheeky bugger,’ Fred Felix snarls back and shoves his finger through the paper Eiffel Tower Teddy Lewis has been carefully holding in his hands.


Oliver meets Maclagan in the backstage corridor. Maclagan’s face is painted black and gold. He wears a medusan wig. In his hand he holds a long green wax tongue.


‘Great work, Maclagan! The “Medusa” illusion worked a treat. Who was the plant this evening?’


‘Oh, Maud’s a lady friend of mine—’


‘Is she indeed?’


‘Leaves an awful taste in your mouth, so it does,’ Maclagan says, smacks his lips together.


Oliver loosens his bow tie. ‘Be a bit quicker on the windlass next time for “The Appearing Woman”, Maclagan. We can’t give the audience any time to work out how it’s done.’


‘Well, maybe employ a lady who’s not so fond of her meat pies. I was sweating like a pig under that stage turning that bloody windlass. I thought Millie would never budge.’ Maclagan heads up the stairs, his medusan tresses bouncing as he goes, then he stops and turns to Oliver. ‘Oh, Fred Felix is having another party in his dressing room after the show tonight.’


Oliver grins. ‘Don’t think so, Maclagan – not after last night. Anyway, Felix wouldn’t be too pleased to see me now that I’ve bumped him off the bill. He might set Minty on me.’


‘You could always hypnotise the little bugger.’


‘Who, Minty?’


‘No, Felix,’ Maclagan says with a deadpan expression. ‘Get him to give me back that half-crown he owes me.’


Oliver watches as Maclagan disappears up the stairs then closes the door of his dressing room. He removes his make-up, changes out of his costume, then quickly makes his way towards the orchestra pit to find Edith and thank her. But Edith is nowhere to be seen.




Five
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He spots her the following morning amongst the ferns. Having attended a lecture at Belfast’s Elmwood Hall on ‘Spiritual Communication and Mediumistic Phenomena’, given by a Dr Henry Proteus, an expert in the field of science and the paranormal (he believed none of it), he now walks the Botanic Gardens. He believed none of it. As he saunters, musing on the ludicrous suppositions of Proteus and on his ridiculous name, there is a shower of rain and he takes shelter in the Palm House.


It is the bright ring of her voice that he recognises immediately. He is overcome with the desire to call out to her but he holds his tongue. He follows her voice into the Fernery of the Tropical Ravine, where the heat thuds and the dank smell fills his head and throat.


Edith strolls with an elderly female companion and a dapper-looking gentleman. The gentleman has a neat moustache and beard and carries a walking stick. They move slowly under a frothy canopy of giant leaves. From the large cast-glass dome light drips slowly upon the ancient fronds. Her voice leads him on as it echoes throughout this luminescent Garden of Eden, circling the fat waxy bracts of the succulents, and the stiff leathery leaves of the Bromelias. He follows her past the slender bamboo and the broad-leafed taro, with its vibrant bloated stems of red and black. She and her companions climb the wrought iron steps to the balcony and gaze down into the steamy sunken glen, while Oliver stands below them. He takes in the acrid smell of spoiled earth, the burst of intense sweetness from a nearby breadfruit. He feels himself to be in some kind of phantasmagoria. Around him the roots of the plants are like twisted feet and claws, their fibrous sinews reaching into the soil, their camouflage thickening as they spread. Above him, her voice. Within him, the budding of some joy.


She leaves the unbridled prehistoric energy of the Fernery with her companions, all of them bending their heads against the rain as they make their way to the miniaturised exoticism of the Alpine House. Oliver follows them, feeling the shock of the reduction. He touches the plants that she touches and lets the alpine thistles prick his fingers. Saxifrage, crocus, gentian, earliest snowdrop.


He should say hello to her. But he doesn’t. He has lost his tongue in the rarefied air of the Alpine House and wants to remain hidden from her. He watches her leave and stands rooted to the gravel, which lies spread underneath his feet.


Later the same day, Oliver enters the auditorium and takes a random seat to mentally rehearse his act. The work lights are on above him. In the silence he hears a belch from the seat in front. He leans forward and looks over the row of chairs to see who is there. It is Edith, curled up across the seats asleep, the shawl she has been knitting now finished and covering the top part of her body, the arm of one of the fauteuils lying across her waist, as though splicing her in half. Is she playing tonight? He hopes she is. Gamy for certain, he thinks as he looks at her and, yes, a little too cocksure of herself. One of her sleeves is rolled up exposing her forearm, her slender wrist, her smooth pale skin. She has taken off her boots. She wears black woollen stockings. He looks at her feet. A worn rim around the edge of the stocking reveals the shape of her toes underneath. They are like a cluster of stone fruits, their exquisite increments in a row of perfect rounds. He is taken by their tidiness. He wants to touch her. He’d love to see her bare flesh (is it possible at Felix’s party he already has?), her legs, a shoulder.


Before the first show that evening, Edith appears at the door of his dressing room with shaving implements in one hand and a tin kettle in the other. A cotton apron and towel are draped over her arm. She does not seem surprised to see him.


‘Hello, Oliver.’


He stammers it out as though he is choking. ‘Hello – Edith.’


‘I didn’t know Harry was sharing with you.’


‘Harry?’ Oliver ponders for a moment, then realises she is referring to Harry Gardner, ‘Eccentric Comedian’, whom Oliver has toured with before. Tonight he has been booked at the last minute to replace Fred Felix. Felix has apparently been laid low with the flu, although Oliver has his suspicions that Felix isn’t ill at all but is having a new hairpiece fitted instead. ‘Oh, yes.’ Oliver tries to sound casual, but his mouth has gone dry and his heart is thumping. ‘He’s gone up to the roof to feed the pigeons.’


‘Oh, I see. I can wait.’


‘You know Harry, then?’


‘Yes, I do. He’s practically family,’ she replies. ‘He’s a cousin of my Aunt Hilda – the woman you saw me with this morning at The Botanic Gardens – and he’ll be staying with us while he’s in Belfast.’ She puts down the shaving items on the table. ‘Did you enjoy the gardens?’


And he’d thought he couldn’t be seen, fucking eejit, he wants the ground to swallow him. Out of embarrassment he stammers again, making his curiosity all the more heavy-handed. ‘And the gentleman you were with?’


Edith looks at Oliver. ‘Oh, that’s Mr Willy Pilson,’ she says coyly. ‘Mr Pilson is very fond of my piano playing.’ She holds her gaze on him.


Oliver coughs to clear his throat. He feels a fresh knob of heat gather in his chest at the mention of the dapper Mr Willy Pilson, then swiftly shakes it off. ‘You’re playing for the acts again tonight?’


‘I am,’ she says, and walks over to Harry’s dressing table. ‘Hope you’re not too disappointed.’


‘Of course not.’ Oliver turns to look at himself in the mirror.


‘I was told you got a great mention in the Evening Telegraph.’


‘Indeed.’


‘May I?’ She points to the folded newspaper on the dressing table.


‘Be my guest.’


Edith unfolds the newspaper and begins to read the notice aloud. ‘Something of a thrill ran through the crowded theatre last night as Illusionist and Hypnotist Oliver Fleck performed at the Empire. This man of magic performs with utmost skill and innovation. His “Medusa” trick caused the audience to jump to their feet and there followed a great shout of general applause. This is not to be missed! I’d say!’ She looks over at Oliver. ‘Though I bet you’ve never had a bad review.’


‘It’s not about the reviews.’ Oliver busies himself applying his make-up.


Edith smiles then reaches into the pocket of her skirt. ‘Oh, and this is yours, I think.’ She hands him the Prussian blue cravat, then rests her haunches against the table and folds her arms.


Oliver takes the cravat and gingerly places it in the drawer of his dressing table. After a moment’s silence he blurts out, ‘I don’t think it was appropriate what I did at the party that time—’


‘Better than paying a fortune to a quack to pull my tooth out,’ she says, smiling again. She presses her cheek with her finger, testing the new hollow in her gum underneath the skin.


‘I mean – did I do anything else? – I mean did we—?’


Edith turns to him. ‘You don’t remember?’ She looks perplexed, a crease between her brows. She is just about to continue when Harry Gardner arrives at the door. As soon as he sees Edith he opens his arms wide to embrace her.


‘Ah, now everything is right with the world!’ Harry wraps his arms around her.


‘So lovely to see you again, Harry. How have things been?’


‘Marvellous – bloody marvellous,’ he says with a dour expression on his face.


‘That good, eh? Here.’ Edith laughs and pats the chair beside her. ‘Sit down and let’s get you beautiful, shall we?’


‘Those pigeons would peck you alive.’ Harry turns in a little circle before he sits down, brushing the dust of bird feed from his clothes. ‘You know Oliver Fleck, don’t you, Edith?’


‘I do indeed.’


Harry sits in the chair, tilts his head back and closes his eyes. In a very businesslike manner, as though they have done this a million times before, Edith wraps the cotton apron around her waist then places the towel across Harry’s chest and shoulders, fastening it around his neck. Into the small bucket she pours hot water from the tin kettle. She takes a clean cotton handkerchief from the drawer of his dressing table and soaks it in the water, wrings it out, then places it over his face, pressing it down gently with her palms. Harry lets out a great, long sigh. Edith removes the cloth and dips the brush into the water, working the soap into a lather. Oliver watches the slight wobble in her hips as she moves. Edith strokes the brush along Harry’s jaw, covering it with suds, then reaches for the razor. She catches Oliver looking at her. Oliver averts his eyes and goes back to his make-up.


‘Where was the last stopover?’ Edith asks Harry as she shaves him.


‘Nottingham. What an ordeal. The crowd was savage, plain and simple. I’m just not understood in Nottingham.’


Edith wipes the razor on her apron, leaving a piping of lather across her hip.


‘Just in Nottingham?’ She tips Harry’s head back with her fingertips, then bends her knees to get a better view of where she is to shave under his chin.


‘Must be wonderful to be so perfect, Edith,’ mumbles Harry.


Edith laughs.


Oliver watches her in the mirror. He should be rehearsing with that girl from the Dalby Dancers, his new assistant for tonight’s performance, but he now feels compelled to stay.


‘How is Harriet?’ Edith asks Harry.


‘Well, thank God.’


‘And Bertie?’


‘Fine. He’s ten now, can you believe it? How did that happen? I’ll have to put a brick on his head to stop him growing! He’s a good lad is Bertie. I don’t mind saying it but I love that boy to bits.’


‘Ah, Harry, you’re such a sop,’ Edith says, wiping Harry’s face slowly with the towel. She cleans his ears of suds, checks the smoothness of his skin with her fingers, rubs his temples and combs his hair.


Oliver catches his reflection in the mirror, a fret line is etched across his brow. He now feels a tension rising in him, like a spring being wound tighter and tighter, and with it a spread of loneliness that he can neither rationalise nor bear. He rises from his dressing table and leaves the room.


The following night there is a last-minute misunderstanding by the booking agents and Harry Gardner is switched to appear at the Gaiety instead. Oliver is alone in the dressing room. Edith arrives, holding the shaving equipment in her hands. Oliver is just about to explain but before he can say anything she asks, ‘Fancy a shave?’


Oliver nods.


Edith arranges all the shaving accoutrements on Oliver’s dressing table, together with the towels, the tin kettle from the kitchen and a small basin, which she has already half filled with hot water. Oliver pushes his chair back from the table to give Edith enough room to stand in front of him. He tips his head back while Edith drapes a towel around his shoulders. Then she leans over him and presses the towel against his face.


‘Harry will not be a happy man,’ Oliver says in a muffled voice.


When Edith removes the towel, Oliver’s eyes are closed but his mouth is slightly open.


Edith bends down and ever so gently kisses him.


Feeling her mouth on his brings such a lightness to his heart that he feels like crying. He pulls his head back a little, looks up at her and holds her face in his hands as though, already, he cannot bear to let her go. Then he kisses her softly.


That night turns out to be the best performance he’s ever given. He cannot see Edith from the stage, the glare of the footlights is as usual too intense, but this time she plays so well that he feels connected to the very strings and hammer of the piano, the wood from which the piano is made, the vibrations of its chamber. Tight and essential. She is filling his head with a clear purpose as she plays. There is no weight or drag. Everything flies. All details shine in full relief. Even the corolla of the artificial flowers he pulls out of his top hat are beautiful in their artificiality. Now, even the word corolla bounces in his head as he performs – corolla, corollary, corona. The audience applauds. They are on their feet. He looks down at Edith. A beautiful pale bloom in the darkness.


And just as beautiful a flower, he thinks, on their wedding day six months later in Huddersfield where she joins him on tour. She wears a broad-brimmed hat, which frames her face. Confetti peppers her shoulders, a snowdrift in early autumn. Her wedding bouquet is a huge carousel of long-stemmed yellow roses, speckled with sprigs of yellow conifer, which relax outwards as she holds them. A pattern of velvet flowers decorates her neckline. The pleats of her full-length cream silk dress fall in elegant straight folds, except across her abdomen, where they open and spread just a little too much.




Six
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Huddersfield, 1907


The alarm is only in his mother’s voice but that is enough. Bertie Gardner now runs as though his life depends on it. Outside the cold night air snaps and catches at his throat, but he sucks it in, his lungs a rasping bellows to keep his inner fire alight. He bows his head against the sudden ripples of fresh wind and spits of rain, which swirl up and around him. Not fully informed as to the why of the alarm – after all, the house seemed calm – he engineers his own excitement. Urgency comes from his body’s swift motion, the speed of his gangly limbs, the feeling of his feet fast and flat against the cobbles through his flimsy shoes, his heart banging in his chest. He imagines a criminal ahead or, better still, he is the criminal, fleeing the scene of his crime, the police in hot pursuit. He darts between a cab and a horse cart, is nearly clipped by the horse’s hooves, continues across Beast Market and down on to Kirkgate. At St Peter’s Church he turns left down Cross Church Street, heading across the tram tracks and continues all the way down Queen Street. On the corner of Victoria Street a scrawny mongrel scoots right in front of him, nearly tripping him up. Bertie carries on without breaking pace. He must find Mr Oliver Fleck – the gentleman who rents the flat above him – and tell him to hurry home to his wife. Mr Fleck, it was made clear to him by his mother, is needed immediately. His mother, standing on the top landing holding a wad of towels in one hand and a basin of steaming water in the other, had yelled, ‘Hurry,’ at him louder than he’d ever heard her yell before. Mrs Fleck may be ailing or may have cooked a nice meat pie, doesn’t matter to Bertie, it’s secondary now to the rush.


Heavy purple clouds drift slowly across the night sky as though curious of Bertie’s haste, and begin to spill their thin wintry showers over the town of Huddersfield. Needles of frozen rain sting his face as he runs. Each of his cheeks is now a robin’s breast budding in the silvery light. His mouth is tight with purpose. He cannot let his labour slacken, he must get to Mr Fleck as quickly as possible.


Bertie whips on, turns the corner on Victoria Street leaping over a heap of manure piled on the cobbles, cuts down Bull and Mouth Street and finally reaches the Theatre Royal. He swings down the side of the building to the stage door and barges through it.


‘What d’you want?’ the stage doorman snorts like a cab-horse.


Bertie is breathless. ‘I’m to tell Mr Oliver Fleck to come home immediately, if he’s here.’


‘Show’s over. He’ll be in the bar, Upper Circle.’ The doorman nods towards the narrow door on his left.


Bertie opens the door and heads up the stairs. The smell of alcohol and tobacco hits his nose as hard as the darkness of the stairwell hits his eyes. He takes it all into his body like heat. He reaches the crush room first, empty of people now, and rushes through to the bar where, in a quiet dimly lit corner, he finds a group of about nine or ten people drinking and smoking. There is a serious tone to their conversation. Bertie hears the occasional phrase – ‘short-term contract’, ‘fair wage’, ‘the syndicates’ – lift from the blend of voices as he searches for Mr Fleck, his hands and his cheeks tingling as he stands.


‘Mr Fleck?’ he calls.


Out of the group a figure arises.


‘I’m here. What is it, lad?’


Bertie’s eyes contract as he tries to get a clearer picture of the man who responds to the name, a broad frame bleeding into the space, a voice as deep and resounding as a well. The man moves forward and the paltry light from the low-slung chandelier illuminates him a little more; handsome features, hair brushed back from his face, his gaze direct and grave. Yes, that’s him, that’s Mr Oliver Fleck all right, Bertie thinks, I recognise the stance of him, he’s grizzly, like a bear.


‘You’ve to hurry, that’s all I know.’ Bertie sniffs loudly but to no avail, the loose egg-white snot which has been hugging his nostrils now oozes down on to his top lip. He wipes it away with the back of his hand.


Oliver is suddenly in motion. He grabs his hat from one of the tables.


‘Jesus – Edith!’ he says, and lunges towards the door.


‘No sooner out than in again.’ Mrs Harriet Gardner rolls her left sleeve up to her elbow to prepare a length of arm and holds her body in a deep wide squat. She glares between Edith’s open legs. A wet grey-pink fissure with the hard smooth segment of a head now pulsating within it, like a quarter segment of a musk melon or cantaloupe. The segment is pushing out then pulling back as though testing the adequacy of the aperture against which it presses.


‘This little dear doesn’t want to come out at all,’ says Harriet. She makes a coaxing sucking sound with her mouth as though she is enticing a frightened kitten from under a bed.


Edith has been remarkably quiet throughout the whole labour. Harriet had commented on it, of course, had said that never in all her years had she assisted such a calm birth where the woman wasn’t howling, screaming, cursing, or doing all of the aforementioned. The word aforementioned had floated in its peculiarity like a sliver of thin paper in and around Edith’s head, a four-syllable distraction from the pain which was engulfing her and indeed threatened, she felt, to extinguish her from this world. Edith had clutched the word, saw the syllables break up and reassemble in her mind a thousand times.


Although Edith appears calm the internal experience of her labour is of seismic proportions. There isn’t a screed of her left to complain, or howl or scream. If she does not hold complete focus she is certain she will die. The beast has woken and now there is no stopping it. She cannot allow herself to slip into her own terror. Her enormous belly pulses and undulates like a bubbling cauldron of newly forming flesh.


As the labour progresses, the merciless vice-like grip of the contractions stretches not only the neck of her womb but everything else until her whole body feels like a birth canal. Everything has loosened: her eyeballs from their sockets, her teeth from her gums, each and every bone – humerus, clavicle, fibula, tarsal – rattling slackly from its cavities, muscles and ligaments unravel, membranes snap. With the increasing pain of each contraction she sees Maclagan at his windlass, turning the handle, cracking her bony girdle. Maclagan, the gentlest of men, now hardened with purpose, the look of rank determination on his face, his eyes ferret-like and steely, the tension of the windlass mounting. Edith is a machine, she’s wood and wire and metal and steam.


The kettle sings and Harriet runs briskly to the kitchen. She refills her basin with boiling water.


‘The longest labour I ever attended,’ she speaks as though she is talking of a Mass or a service as she comes back into the bedroom, ‘and you’ll never believe this, but it’s true, the longest labour I ever attended lasted three days and three nights, and that’s no word of a lie. God love the little thing, hardly more than a child herself, and I swear the baby that came out of her was twice the size she was, I mean to say …’


Harriet has a habit of not finishing her sentences. A trait which under normal circumstances is tolerated affectionately by everyone, but for Edith, in her heightened state, it becomes unbearable. She is left wondering – you mean to say what? What do you mean to say, for the love of God? Don’t leave me hanging. Please.


Harriet places the kettle by the door and wipes her hands on the towel, which is tucked into the pocket of her apron. She squats once again to examine the baby’s head, her face crinkling in consternation, a sheen of sweat across her forehead. The head has retreated and is hooded by Edith’s flesh.


‘I’ll slip the hand up in a minute,’ says Harriet. ‘Growing up on a farm has its compensations.’ She laughs lightly.


For Edith the thought of any intervention at this moment, from anything or anyone, is untenable. Not that she doesn’t want her pain to ease – oh, she does – but the thought of even more flesh and bone inside her, while she is already bursting with both, is unthinkable. There is no more room for you to intervene, Harriet, I am as full as I can be.


How long she has been in labour she has no idea. Time has lost all contour and function. The mighty new clock is her cervix, an austere and cruel timekeeper. At first the contractions had crept up on her like a gnawing toothache that was becoming more and more insistent – although she was still able to go about her business, doing the laundry, sweeping the kitchen floor, making the bread. But just as she had kneaded the dough and covered it with a cloth to keep it warm, a contraction landed itself on her with such brute force that she collapsed like a house of cards, water spilling from her loins. She had mopped the floor with difficulty and crawled over to the bed, but lying on her back or her side was too painful. She had made her way out to the landing to call for Harriet. The contractions then came fast and furious, although seemingly making no advancement in the coming of the baby. Each time that Harriet checked Edith she would reassure her that she was doing fine and pat her forehead with a wet cloth. But Harriet still had time to go back and forth to her own flat several times to organise dinner for Bertie, put two sheets and a tablecloth through the mangle and rub the fire grate, the fender and the fender irons with a dry leather.


The contractions continued without any sign of the baby well into the night and into the early morning hours, and in her exhaustion Edith had no choice but to surrender – to let go of herself completely: her body, mind, identity. Too much valuable energy was being wasted remaining who she was. So, she reduced herself to only mouth, ear and eye, spoke politely when Harriet spoke to her and never even asked for water.


‘Yes, I think I’ll slip the hand up in …’ Harriet stops talking as though distracted by a distant sound then continues, recounting how she had attended her sisters giving birth, all four of them, that’s eleven births in all, and how they had attended hers, though she was not so lucky. She had lost so many she felt like a mere conduit for God Almighty, unable to hang on to either flesh or blood. But in the end He had blessed them with Bertie. Oh, how He had blessed them.


‘I’d say Bertie has found Oliver by now,’ Harriet nods and smiles, ‘and I reckon he’ll be coming up those stairs any moment.’


After their wedding in Huddersfield, Edith had been due to return to Belfast to live once again with her Aunt Hilda while Oliver continued on tour, his plan being to join her for a time once the baby was born. However, just before she was about to purchase her ticket for the boat, news reached them that her Aunt Hilda, a woman of considerable years, had died peacefully in her sleep. At the funeral Edith and Harry had never seen so many flowers. After their respects had been paid, Harry had insisted Edith return with him to Huddersfield and within the same month the flat above the Gardners had become vacant. With the selling of the family home after Hilda’s death, Edith had received a modest sum, certainly enough to help pay for rent while Oliver was away. It had seemed the ideal solution as Oliver knew Edith would be well looked after having Harriet around, and as the rest of his tour was to venues in England and Scotland, he would be within easier reach once she went into labour. As luck would have it he couldn’t have been closer, playing at Huddersfield’s Theatre Royal.
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