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London, 1941


Half masonry, half pain; her head


From which the plaster breaks away


Like flesh from the rough bone, is turned


Upon a neck of stones; her eyes


Are lid-less windows of smashed glass,


Each star-shaped pupil


Giving upon a vault so vast


How can the head contain it?


The raw smoke


Is inter-wreathing through the jaggedness


Of her sky-broken panes, and mirror’d


Fires dance like madmen on the splinters.


All else is stillness save the dancing splinters


And the slow inter-wreathing of the smoke.


Her breasts are crumbling brick where the black ivy


Had clung like a fantastic child for succour


And now hangs draggled with long peels of paper,


Fire-crisp, fire-faded awnings of limp paper


Repeating still their ghosted leaf and lily.


Grass for her cold skin’s hair, the grass of cities


Wilted and swaying on her plaster brow


From winds that stream along the street of cities:


Across a world of sudden fear and firelight


She towers erect, the great stones at her throat,


Her rusted ribs like railings round her heart;


A figure of dry wounds – of winter wounds –


O mother of wounds; half masonry, half pain.


– Mervyn Peake,
from Shapes and Sounds, 1941




Part One


Entrance to the City




I do not know how many tons of high explosives have been tipped out upon the gigantic target of London since the Battle of London began on August 24th, 1940. The result is a grim city, a shabby city, except round and about Guildhall, where several famous streets have been burned to the ground.


The people of London, having developed a technique of living in the face of repeated danger, now accept the preposterous, and what was until so recently the incredible, as the normal background of existence. I often think that the ability to reduce the preposterous and the incredible to the level of commonplace is a singularly English gift.


H.V. Morton’s London, February 1941







The Patients


‘BY MEANS OF certain myths which cannot easily be damaged or debased the majority of us survive. All old great cities possess their special myths. Amongst London’s in recent years is the story of the Blitz, of our endurance.’


Setting aside his antique fountain pen David Mummery pauses to stick a newspaper picture of the Temple beside the article he is preparing which will again be favourable to the City’s freemasons and must surely guarantee his entrance into their brotherhood; then London’s subterranean secrets will at last be his. Mummery wets his lips with a blue flannel. Lately his mouth has been dry all the time.


Calling himself an urban anthropologist, and with an impressive record of mental illness, Mummery lives by writing memorials to legendary London. Peeling dried glue from his swollen fingers, he glances up at the brass-bound mahogany clock with a mercury pendulum which blends into a wall of miscellaneous but chiefly patriotic images and, lifting the lid of his nineteenth-century clerical desk, replaces the notebook beside an old ear-trumpet which holds his pens. As he gets up he begins to sing what is for him almost a lullaby. Blake, in the main, has a calming effect.


‘Bring me my bow of burning gold…’


A crowded museum of ephemera, of late Victorian advertisements, Edwardian crested ware, ’20s and ’30s magazines, wartime memorabilia, posters from the Festival of Britain, toy Guardsmen, Dinky delivery vans, lead aeroplanes, his room’s surfaces are covered by confused and varied strata, uncatalogued and frequently unremembered. Mummery can explain how these are his sources of information, his revelatory icons, his inspiration.


At the centre of this great collage is a framed newspaper photograph of a V-Bomb flying over London. This is Mummery’s private memento mori. He believes it might even be one of the two which almost killed him as a child. He glances past stacks of books and ancient board games on his window sills to the thinning mist outside. Almost invisible, the low December sun is dimly reflected by the cold slate of terraced roofs. After reaching his hands towards the embers of the small fire he lit at dawn in the black cast-iron grate he opens the doors of an old Heal’s wardrobe and begins methodically to dress in four or five layers of clothing; lastly adding a large black bearskin hat to expose only a hint of pink flesh and his unusually bright eyes when he lets himself out onto the dowdy landing and runs downstairs to leave his lodgings where Maida Vale borders on Kilburn and catch his Wednesday bus. Lately he has been feeling painfully cold.


The V-Bomb moves with steady grace before the blustering East wind as it crosses the channel and reaches Brighton, passing low enough over the town for people in the Pavilion Gardens to see it rush by, the yellow fire from its tail glaring against the broken cloud; it will reach Croydon in minutes then in a further minute South London when, its fuel gone, it will fall on the suburb where David Mummery, almost five years old, plays with his toy soldiers. Forty-seven feet long and carrying two thousand pounds of explosive, this sophisticated machine, the combined genius and labour of amoral scientists, serf technicians and slave workers, is about to bring a miracle into my life.


David Mummery is also writing his memoirs. Some of these have yet to be made coherent; some are still in his mind. Some he has considered inventing.


Small and bundled, Mummery presents a shapeless profile as he walks rapidly beneath dark leafless planes to his stop, congratulating himself that as usual he is a few minutes ahead of the main rush-hour crowd which must soon begin its progress up a high street already roaring with traffic from the suburbs. It gives him familiar satisfaction to be only third in the queue when the throbbing scarlet double-decker draws in for its passengers to mount. Finding himself a downstairs seat two rows back from the driver’s cabin he rubs a neat circular spot on the fogged window, peering out with quirky pleasure as the bus approaches grey, unthreatening Paddington.


Frequently Mummery imagines the city streets to be dry riverbeds ready to be filled from subterranean sources. From behind the glass he watches his Londoners. This fabulous flotsam. They come from Undergrounds and subways (their ditches and their burrows) flowing over pavements to where myriad transports wait to divert them to a thousand nearby destinations. The mist has dissipated. A cold sun now brightens this eruption of souls. Through streets enlivened by their noise small crowds flow: through alleys and lanes and narrow boulevards. At this distance Mummery loves them: his impulse is to remove his woollen gloves, reach through his overcoat, his muffler, his jacket, his cardigan, find his notepad and record how the sunshine glitters off worn stone, new concrete and dirty red brick, off frozen flesh; but he makes his hands remain at rest in his lap: presently he has no need of scenery: he must devote himself to the Masons. Having delivered his latest manuscript (Five Famous Whitehall Phantoms) to his publisher on the previous Monday he is free from any immediate financial considerations and now desires almost painfully to be back near his canal and his old women, with his personal nostalgia. As the bus passes a curved metal railway bridge and runs under a white flyover he thinks of the millions of predestined individuals driving or being driven in a million directions, their breath, their smoke, their exhausts softening the sharpness of the morning air.


Momentarily Mummery feels as if London’s population has been transformed into music, so sublime is his vision; the city’s inhabitants create an exquisitely complex geometry, a geography passing beyond the natural to become metaphysical, only describable in terms of music or abstract physics: nothing else makes sense of relationships between roads, rails, waterways, subways, sewers, tunnels, bridges, viaducts, aqueducts, cables, between every possible kind of intersection. Mummery hums a tune of his own improvising and up they come still, his Londoners, like premature daisies, sometimes singing, or growling, or whistling, chattering; each adding a further harmony or motif to this miraculous spontaneity, up into the real world. Oh, they are wonderful like this, today.


‘… but she’s only a beautiful picture, in a beautiful golden frame!’ An old song as ever on his delicious lips, Josef Kiss mounts the footboard of the bus, much as a pirate might swing himself into his victim’s rigging. Eccentric clothes swirl about his massive person. Advancing into the body of the vehicle he appears to expand to fill up the available space. He plucks off his leather gloves, unbuttons his Crombie, loosens his long scarf. Watching him partly in reflection, partly from the corner of his eye, Mummery half expects Josef Kiss to hand the garments to his conductor, together with a generous tip. Mr Kiss places himself across the left front seat and sighs. As a matter of principle he makes everything he does a pleasure.


At Mr Kiss’s back an orange-haired woman with chapped skin and a nose rubbed red by coarse tissues reassures herself, speaking to her friend: ‘I thought I’d better see the priest. It couldn’t do any harm. Well, I saw him. He said it was all nonsense and I wasn’t to bother myself about it and to have nothing to do with Mrs Craddock. That suited me down to the ground.’


Really lovely eyes and hair but she’ll kill herself at this rate.


‘All aboard, please. There you are, love. Mind that bag, sir, if you please. Thank you, thank you very, very much. Thank you, sir. Thank you, madam. Thank you, thank you, thank you very much.’ With insane patience, his face hanging in regular folds under his grey hair so he resembles a natty bloodhound, the conductor scurries about his aisles and stairs. ‘Cheer up, love, it’ll all be over by Christmas. There’s going to be a whip-round for my retirement. Keep talking, that’s the secret, Mr Kiss. You know that as well as I do.’ He speaks in a quiet moment between Westbourne Grove and Notting Hill. Grey, massive houses, monuments to the optimism of the late Victorian bourgeoisie, once multiple-occupied, the background to a scandal which destroyed lives and careers and rocked a government, slowly being reclaimed from the exploited immigrant by the upwardly mobile whites, go slowly by on both sides, behind trees. ‘But this is nothing. The tourist routes in the summer are murder. They never know where they’re going. You can’t blame them for it, can you? Imagine what we’d be like in New York. Or Baghdad. And how’s your sisters?’


‘Hale as ever, Tom. Oh, very well.’


‘I thought that was where you were coming from. Give them my best when you see them. Tell them I miss them. Tell them I’m retiring. I’ll be in Putney, though. Not too far.’ Tom winks as he steadies himself on the vertical chromium rail before the bus takes a lumbering turn, putting the renamed cinema and the Bhelpuri House at its back. Both will be gone in a year, making way for some empty title, a new development.


‘They say they can’t afford London Transport any more, Tom.’ Josef Kiss regards their surroundings with the greed of someone who has regretted too many disappearances and losses. His gentle smile suggests resignation.


The conductor shifts his money bag in order to sit down on the seat across from Josef Kiss. His response is to chuckle. His chuckling helps him maintain his equilibrium. ‘They could buy and sell the Duke of Westminster.’


Mr Kiss’s smile indicates a broad consent. He glances casually back and does not recognise Mummery.


There is no dishonour in flight. There is no blame in failing to enter the fire. I did nothing to harm her. But he could not know he was my rival. In some distress, Mummery rises, disembarks and runs, an awkwardly animated stuffed beast, for the Tube at Notting Hill, taking the steps two at a time, careering through the barrier, waving his weekly pass, flying down the escalator in time to force himself through the doors of a Circle Line train for High Street Kensington where he changes to a Wimbledon-bound District Line and sits alone as the carriage sighs and rumbles as far as Putney Bridge where he jumps out, dashes through the exit into Ranelagh Gardens, momentarily claustrophobic amongst the oddly arranged terracotta houses, to the trees and steeples and undecorated slabs, the hullabaloo of the bridge where traffic jostles to cross the Thames, and there before him is a Number 30 bus heading South. He leaps to the platform just as the bus moves forward again and the river is revealed, beyond it the Star and Garter and all the other rosy English Domestic brick behind tall bare trees on the further shore. For a moment the light turns the water to quicksilver. Gulls rise and fall around the bridge. Mary Gasalee is aboard, seated on the bench behind him, next to Doreen Templeton. They are patients at the same Clinic. Neither woman acknowledges Mummery. Perhaps his big hat disguises him. Mummery lapses into the comfort of despair. He imagines himself falling before their eyes into the water, describing an exceptionally beautiful curve, his expression beatific; he begins to radiate forgiveness, a profoundly elaborate form of self-pity.


‘Mary Gasalee, that boy’s in pain.’


There’s no pain in the fire, she thinks, but she turns her head. The boy stands on the platform waiting to get off. The water seems reflected in his grey pallor. He holds the handrail with all his strength. His face is thin; those might be spots of fever below his dulled eyes. Dumbly he challenges her glance. He’s not mine, she thinks and looks out at the passing shops, at McDonald’s, Mothercare, at W.H. Smith and Our Price. As the bus continues up Putney High Street, the boy jumps free. His mustard-coloured duffel coat flaps like useless wings. He’s not my yellow doll.


Doreen Templeton gets up first. They have reached their stop. Mary follows her. They step down to the pavement. ‘Couldn’t you feel his pain, Mary?’ Again and again Doreen Templeton wraps herself in her coat. They walk slowly up the hill towards the open Heath, a few bushes, some scruffy trees. ‘I could. But I’m very oversensitive, as you know. Maybe I imagined it.’


Mrs Gasalee is no longer responsive. She believes Doreen Templeton’s apparent concern for others is merely another way of getting attention. Doreen’s sensitivity is at best mere imposition, a sentimental exercise, for she never does anything about her ‘intuitions’. While Doreen is not stupid (she sometimes admits her self-deceptions) she is completely selfish. Mrs Gasalee has now disliked her for five months. Doreen has yet to notice; she continues condescendingly to describe her own highly tuned mental condition and its effect on the less blessed, like her family and her former husband. Mrs Gasalee’s replies to Doreen are from old habit ritualistic, only apparently engaged. Content to have mere confirmation, Doreen never questions them.


They reach the green gate of the converted vicarage, the NHSS Special Clinic. Mrs Gasalee begins to tremble out of many causes. Doreen sighs. ‘Well, love, here we go again.’


From the débris flies the Black Captain, his hands stretched towards the infant Mummery immovable amongst brick and plaster, one of the V2’s few survivors.


Behind them, hesitating until he sees them pass through the gate, David Mummery looks back down the hill to where Josef Kiss turns the corner; today his has been the slower route. Mr Kiss always comes by the same bus but Mummery usually varies his own journey since it is one of his few ways of relieving the tedium of overly secure habits which, even when they torture him, are preferable to uncertainty. Mummery craves the familiar as an alcoholic craves drink but dignifies these cravings as an example of his own nobility, of his enduring love. Thus he still nurtures his passion for Mrs Gasalee, preferring to yearn for her rather than risk a new romance; holding on to familiar and simple childhood verities and letting the past remain golden, tarnished only by the unthinkable shadow of others’ needs and ambitions. He longs for the emotional intimacy he knew with Mary Gasalee and is determined, though she will not return to him again, never to experience the same intimacy with another woman: his enduring love, his self-congratulation, is a deception presenting itself as a definition.


‘Mr Kiss.’ Mummery lifts his hat. ‘Can you eat fire?’


Josef Kiss throws back his head and roars.


‘My dear boy!’


With his usual mixture of trepidation and pleasure David Mummery waits for his rival’s generous arm to enfold him so that side by side they may enter the doors of the Clinic. His misery subsides, as he knows it must, for he is recognised at last.


Upon the dark green and cream walls, a postwar hangover, are pictures of Cornwall by R. Wintz, chiefly pastels and gouaches of St Ives before the formica signs engulfed it. Some of the brown steel-framed armchairs contain other regular patients. They call themselves The Group and are unusual only by virtue of certain individuals.


From his corner seat Mr Faysha’s benign smile greets Mummery and Mr Kiss. The tiny muscular African is about sixty, his beard and hair both grey, his skin so youthful he resembles a schoolboy preparing for a rôle in a nativity play. Hardly able to glance up, as if frozen in mid-dive, Ally Bayley is poised on the edge of the next chair. She is the youngest of them, hiding under a weight of curly brown hair, her clenched fingers revealing fresh scabs. Reading with gloomy arrogance from a fairly recent number of Country Life, Petros Papadokis, a Cypriot, ignores her. He attends the Clinic only, he insists, under pressure from the Islamic Mafia who run his local medical centre. Beside him an older man with red curly hair and the slightly bloated good looks of a 1950s English film star, an empty pipe gripped in his mouth, sports the corduroy suit, woollen scarf and Fairisle pullover of a vanished bohemian Soho. Admitting it is not his real name, the older man calls himself ‘Hargreaves’ because he fears a publisher will discover his attendance at the Clinic and stop commissioning his paperback covers. ‘Hargreaves’ is particularly wary of Mummery, whom he has run into once or twice in editors’ offices. ‘Morning, old boy.’ His reluctant courtesy amounts to a snub.


Doctor Samit, in his usual grey pinstripe three-piece, throws open his office door and grins out at them revealing strangely even teeth which are probably cosmetically treated. ‘Hello again! We’ll be ready in a minute. I saw Miss Harmon coming up the road. Is everybody here? What terrible cold weather, eh?’


‘That new chappy, the pie-shop chappy, hasn’t turned up yet.’ Doreen Templeton believes he lowered the tone last week. ‘And we’re waiting for Old Nonny as usual.’


‘But where’s our Mr Mummery?’ Doctor Samit is surprised. ‘He’s always on time. Oh, do forgive me. I didn’t recognise you, David.’


Apologetically, with a trembling hand, Mummery removes his hat. ‘I’m a bit paranoid about keeping warm this year. I don’t want another dose of flu.’


‘And Mrs Weaver’s probably off sick again.’ Doreen Templeton reports the remaining absentee. ‘She was looking seedy last week, you’ll remember. Her bronchitis gets to her around Christmas. I can’t recall a Christmas it didn’t.’ She enjoys reminding them that she has been ‘In Group’ longer than anyone apart from Mrs Weaver herself who nowadays only comes for the company when she feels like it.


Cold air blows in as the outside doors are opened and they can smell the powerful scent of lavender before they see Old Nonny, whose clothes in spite of the weather remain bright blue, lilac or violet, even her hat, even her eye-shadow. She has wound several chiffon scarves around her neck and wrists wherever her skin shows outside her blouse and cardigan. ‘Stay!’ With almost theatrical command she addresses her invisible Lulu. As optimistic and as ebullient as her mistress, the Pomeranian will wait in the drive. ‘Good morning, everybody.’ She has the strangest of accents, ancient London English on which are layered a thousand other influences and aspirations. ‘Good morning, Doctor Samit, darling. And how’s our dusky quack?’


The doctor straightens his perfect cuffs and offers her his habitually sardonic bow. ‘The better for seeing you, Mrs Colman, thank you.’ Nonny claims to have wedded Ronald Colman in 1941, just before the church and all its records were bombed. ‘How,’ he asks laboriously, ‘are you, is more to the point.’


‘Fighting fit as always. Strong as a horse. I’m not here, doctor darling, because of my health. I’m here because like most of us it’s the only way I can stay out of the bin. There’s nobody sick here, as you well know, unless it’s poor Mrs T. Good morning, dear.’ And laughing in the face of her declared enemy she turns her back. ‘What ho, Mr Kiss!’ She winks. ‘Had any good parts lately?’ She was, she said, on the stage herself before the War, as Eleanor Hope. She met Ronald Colman through Alexander Korda when she auditioned for Hearts of Oak. ‘He should have got the OBE, at least, for what he did.’ She turns to a startled Mr Papadokis. ‘The sisters wrote to the King, you know, but never heard back. Did they, Mr K?’


Embarrassed, Doctor Samit utters a professional chuckle. ‘Well, well, well.’


Old Nonny waves her chiffon in eccentric patterns. ‘Stuffy in here, isn’t it?’


Doreen Templeton’s thin features become whiter and narrower, her lips tighten and her eyes are furious slits. Even Ally enjoys her dramatic discomfort, for Old Nonny never loses in these exchanges, which is why Doreen chooses to address her next remark to the ceiling. ‘She really should get rid of her pans. I blame those home helps.’ Several times Doreen has offered the theory from Reader’s Digest that Old Nonny having contracted Alzheimer’s Disease from ingesting too much aluminium therefore has no business at the Clinic.


guts nobody bitch all blood me no salt doss ist eine ferbissener


Mary Gasalee frowns and becomes startled, grateful when Josef Kiss, noticing her reaction, rises in stately fashion to be beside her. ‘I suppose it’s time to get my prescription again,’ she says. ‘Are you okay?’


He presses the hand she lifts into his. ‘Oh, dear. Oh, dear, Mary.’


Glancing across at them Mummery pretends to notice nothing. Long ago, when he was a teenager and she in her thirties, she gave him up for Josef Kiss whose tolerance, security and variety of experience Mummery at any age was incapable of providing. Even now, considering himself no longer a child because he has endured the discomforts of treatment and therapy, Mummery’s insights are merely conventional and his attempted sympathy lacks understanding. He means well, but his fear makes him ungenerous. He can say only what he feels will please her since she is his main chance of returning to the golden past where he briefly enjoyed being the object of her romantic idealism: her twin soul. Her enthusiasm had made him feel of value in the world. At one point it had seemed she might go back to him, but no doubt she had only been getting her bearings. Yet he lived in hope. For him hope had always been preferable to reality. Mary Gasalee had realised what it would mean to be the perpetual source of Mummery’s self-esteem and had refused that burden. Only dimly aware of her reasons, Mummery enjoys the sensation of sadness rather than jealousy while continuing secretly to envy her intimacy with Josef Kiss, who at different times had commended the Clinic to them both. Mummery wonders why Mr Kiss is shaking his head.


pork all leave Jerusalem pork all go into Babylon


The retiring actor visits Mrs Gasalee once a week, on Saturdays, when he likes to help her with her week’s shopping. On Sundays she sees her friend Judith. Wednesday is Mary Gasalee’s only other constant. Mr Kiss’s physical life, however, is one of strict routine which he refuses to change. His routine and his own particular medicine are his protection against a chaos he is willing to risk perhaps three or four times a year and then usually only in the controlled environment of the Abbey, his costly asylum. Each year he saves for his few weeks’ sabbatical. He is divorced.


Dobrze! Czego Pan chcesz? Lord Suma fought the Cockney Bulldog that night, beyond Waterloo, but fell like a collapsed barrage balloon. The Bulldog had him stuffed, they say, and used him as a couch in his Blackheath mansion. It was raining. I was so miserable I almost went back to the tattoo parlour. There’s some comfort in those needles. But it’s a habit, too. I’ve seen people just like Lord Suma. Not an inch of skin left. He was a Londoner, it turned out, from Uxbridge. Could have fooled me. She’s got that scent back. Is it natural or does she put it on?


‘Come along everyone.’ Miss Harmon throws wide the double doors to the Meeting Room. ‘Let’s get stuck in, shall we?’


Obedient they rise, merge and in single file enter a room with dark blue carpet and grey velvet curtains. On the eggshell walls hang more pastels of the seaside, the Cotswolds, an alp. A coffee table, some floral easy chairs, three straight chairs and a sofa are at facing angles on the carpet. Taking their usual places, with the exception of Ally Bayley, they appear to relax.


I should have looked up that healer he recommended. This is doing me no good I don’t know about him but it’s right across London there isn’t even a tube stop for Temple Fortune is there it’s all mock Tudor it gives me the shivers they say he’s very good, though. The electric shocks did nothing but make my hair fall out.


Mummery positions himself to look through the tall window onto the chilly Heath with its miscellany of ugly trees, road signs and ruined grass. By comparison the interior is pleasant.


One V-Bomb landed on the common. Nobody realised it would be followed so closely by another. By mine.


Placing his pencil and notebook on his chair’s arm and acknowledging Miss Harmon, Doctor Samit opens the session. ‘So what have we been doing with ourselves since we last came together? Who wants to begin?’


Gently Miss Harmon leans forward. ‘How about you, Ally? What happened to your hand?’


At once Ally begins to sob. ‘He just left me,’ she says. ‘Broken milk bottles over the step and I couldn’t stop bleeding. The people from the pub came out with flannels. I was so ashamed.’


Ally’s stories make them all uncomfortable. She cannot find it in herself to leave her husband.


‘He’s subhuman, Ally.’ Old Nonny’s eyes glitter with outrage. ‘He’s a beast. He’s worse than most. He should be put away. Can’t you get into one of them shelters?’


‘He came after me.’ Ally returns to her private tears, rocking herself silently in her chair. They are unable to disturb her. Mr Faysha’s own eyes are filling. He puts a tiny hand near her on the next chair, in case she should find it useful.


‘And what about the rest of us?’ Miss Harmon’s hair hangs in dark, lank slabs at the back and sides of her long head. Her prominent nose and chin help her cultivate a crudely Pre-Raphaelite appearance. She wears a dress of William Morris material normally used to cover furniture. Occasionally, when half dreaming, Mummery will start awake, convinced that one of the armchairs has come to life. ‘How have we all been?’


Under Miss Harmon’s and Doctor Samit’s conduction, some eagerly, some reluctantly, some resentfully, some gladly, the others recite accounts of their week or tell stories of adventures which have the ring of truth or else are clearly invented. Mr Kiss enjoys these sessions. His tales are anecdotal and frequently sensational, even humorous. He cannot easily stop himself from entertaining whereas Mrs Gasalee recounts as a rule something she has heard from an acquaintance, sad stories concerning small injustices and frustrations, how she feels the help she gave or offered was inadequate. Sometimes she will admit having overheard people telepathically, but she knows this tends to make a few patients, and certainly Doctor Samit, embarrassed. Old Nonny tells of famous friends, unlikely events, incredible gatherings, chance meetings with household names, not a few of whom are long dead, and requires no response save the occasional nod or exclamation. Doreen Templeton listens through all this with disbelieving resignation and then discusses how badly people behave towards her even when she tries to help them. Mr Papadokis, in a low murmur which makes them strain to hear, if they make the effort at all, with eyes on the ground, speaks chiefly of troubles with his wife and mother, with his three children, his brother, his sister-in-law. ‘She says such filth. She asks about my girlfriend’s knickers. She can’t be clean. She’s not Greek. You know.’ Only occasionally does his voice rise, taking on a note of rhetorical protest. ‘What is it? How can I be responsible for that? Am I Superman? I said.’


With a shrug Mr Faysha accepts his turn. ‘Oh, it’s just the usual old stuff.’ The movements of his hands and shoulders are apologetic. His smile is perpetually gentle. ‘But what am I to do?’ For forty years he has been married to an Englishwoman. They still live in Brixton but are thinking of moving. For years they suffered the prejudice of their white neighbours; now it is the young West Indians who give them most trouble. Mr Faysha is inclined to dismiss his personal problems and drift into a general philosophical argument. ‘What can you do about it?’ he asks The Group. ‘We’re definitely victims of history, I’d say, wouldn’t you?’ He was sent here from the mental hospital after he bit a taxi-driver who refused to take him home one night from the West End. He was surprised to discover Mummery, but it has become a comfort.


Mr ‘Hargreaves’ announces that he remains full of disgust for what he still terms The Establishment. Once again he lost his temper with his students at the art college where he teaches twice a week. The college will sack him if he does it again. He struck a youth. ‘Hardly touched him. I’m only violent where art’s concerned. The little fool said something silly about Pollock. The usual sort of half-witted philistine pun. Well anyone will tell you I’ve never been a fan of the abstract expressionists but this know-nothing attitude you get from kids these days just makes me blow my top. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I didn’t hurt him, really. Fifty years ago it would have been twelve of the best taken as a matter of course. Not any more. Anyway, the crux of it is, I suppose, that I’m born out of my time. Even in the way I paint. I always wanted to be a Pre-Raphaelite.’


Miss Harmon’s smile is one of quiet yet profound sympathy.


They sit patiently through his familiar discourse. All Mr ‘Hargreaves’ ever expects is a chance to express his anger once a week. Meanwhile Arthur Partridge comes in, to be introduced again. ‘You all met Arthur last week,’ Miss Harmon reminds them. Arthur shuffles on the spot, grinning about him.


This is a kindergarten they turn us into children and then tell us we must learn to fend for ourselves they diminish us and accuse us of lacking self-esteem they steal our dignity while offering admonitions of our failure to confront reality.


Arthur is a baker and even now his hands appear white with flour. They lie at his sides as if waiting for the oven. ‘You’ll get the hang of it.’ Doctor Samit points with his pencil. ‘Sit over there, Arthur, next to David, please.’


Mary Gasalee opens her eyes, wondering who spoke last.


They said the first bomb was a lucky escape. The second was a miracle. But Mr Kiss knows all about bombs and miracles and so does Mary G.


Mummery remembers Arthur Partridge’s peculiar, unfinished tale of a threat from the sewers. He is interested in the story since his next book will be about London’s underground waterways. He first went down several years ago in search of legendary subterraneans. The Fleet’s pig herd was rumoured to be moving back to its old pastures, inhabiting the river just below Holborn Viaduct, having gone wild since the early nineteenth century. Mummery hopes Partridge will provide him with some authentic folklore or simply some small additional anecdotes, for he continues to justify his attendance at the Clinic as research, feeling no further medical need of it though he admits the pills still help. He is a stickler for taking them, refusing to run the risks Josef Kiss runs of deliberately releasing himself from the course. ‘Those pills are our anchor, young Mummery, but sometimes it’s as well to cut the cable and let our ship drift into more interesting waters. That’s why I maintain my habits. It’s between destinations that fresh adventures occur!’


Mummery once accompanied Mr Kiss on several such adventures but the thought of fresh ones now disturbs him. Of late he has been increasing his own dosages, since the medicine has less and less effect. Tremors now seize him from time to time, making him fear that his problem has more to do with cerebral palsy or some related disease than with his psychological constitution.


This grows more hideous. Have they no idea what damage they cause us? They’re without sympathy, it’s true. But worse, they’re without intelligence.


Oh, God, there’s no pain in the fire.


Those ladies. They would be a comfort more to him than to me. I wish they were transferable.


Arthur Partridge sits on the edge of the sofa between Mummery and Mary Gasalee and describes a creature he knows cannot exist but which he is sure swallowed the dough he was preparing for a special order of wholemeal rolls. Mummery knows better than to get out his own notebook. All he can do as usual is try to memorise interesting details. Not that there is much to Partridge’s account. It lacks, Mummery decides, real imagination. It even lacks a sense of reality. The poor baker’s tale has the deeply banal quality frequently distinguishing the truly mad from those who, like so many in The Group, are touched by a sort of divinity, who are, as Miss Harmon sometimes condescends to tell them, ‘special’. Mary Gasalee for instance with the unnerving knack she shares with Josef Kiss is almost always able to guess what people are thinking. Mr Kiss frequently reveals powers bordering on the supernatural. Mummery himself has a firm faith in the miraculous; he believes he can predict the future. For this reason he gave up his Tarot party tricks. Not that he is otherwise disturbed; believing that some people are simply better at reading the coded signs of language, gesture, choice of clothing and so on around them, he takes these gifts for granted. He and his friends share this sensitivity, he believes, with many artists, though they lack genuine creative talent, which is why Josef Kiss when he gave up his original trade could never become a great stage performer, why Mummery’s attempts at fiction always fail. When the authorities actually tested them at the National Physical Laboratory, with picture cards and other well-used devices, the results proved disappointing to researchers anxious to believe only in certain forms of extrasensory perception.


These Bills of Mortality. Our friendship was never the same. And so we cross the generations, the genes. The genre as we know it. Yes, cried Robert du Baissy, we must bring havoc. It’s their only salvation. In a magazine read by his father he recalled a picture, a demon drinking tonic wine. ‘Merry on Earth! Miserable in Hades!’ But he remembered most the demon’s green wrist against the red flame and a gun coin nutridot he said checking off his list say a fivepenny piece sixpence would be better a meal the size of a sixpence sounds good ah, well, tenpence a lunch? That won’t get us very far he was a lad Simon his name was or we called him that anyway heading off up the Northern Line Bartholomew Fair then he went back to Morden it must have been on Oak Apple Day


The time has arrived for further responses, for analysis, for self-examination, for Doctor Samit to suggest what they should think about until next week. Each person responds differently; some are merely dutiful, some spiteful, others careless, one or two pathetic. Mr Partridge says very little. Mr Papadokis is lugubrious, enigmatic and boring. Ally cries for a while and says she feels much better. Mr ‘Hargreaves’ raves ritualistically, his true anger already expended.


When it is over Josef Kiss reaches magnificently for his Crombie. ‘Well, young David, you’ll be wanting to get to your canal. Are you satisfied with the new one?’


‘My canal.’ Mummery knows an instant’s happiness. ‘And my bloody memoirs. I’m talking about the Blitz, our bombs. Oh, yes, I think so.’


Mrs Gasalee looks back at him in sudden amusement.




David Mummery


MUMMERY HAD WRITTEN: I was born in Mitcham, famous for its lavender, between the aerodromes of Croydon and Biggin Hill, about nine months before the beginning of the Blitz. My first clear memory is of a rainy dawn sky with searchlights like fingers waving in final paralysis against the grey of barrage balloons while a few Spitfires and Messerschmitts wheeled and dived almost languorously in the penultimate manoeuvres of an air-battle, their distant guns like the barking of tired dogs.


My childhood was happiest during the War years. By day with friends I hunted for shrapnel and the wreckage of combat planes; we explored ruined houses and burned-out factories, leapt between blackened joists and swaying walls above chasms three or four storeys high. At night I slept with my black-haired mother, the local beauty whose royal-blue eyes saw little and whose nervous heart sensed everything in the security of our Morrison shelter, sheets of steel and wire mesh surrounding the dining-room table.


We have never had a soldier in our family. My father, Vic Mummery, the speedway rider, was trained as an electrical engineer and did essential war work. He was good-looking, glamorous enough to have his pick of the ladies, especially those who recalled his prewar fame. He waited until the end of the War before leaving my mother who refused to tell me he had gone. Later she explained that since everyone’s father was away she had assumed I wouldn’t notice his departure. It seems not to have occurred to her that I might wonder why my father had left when everyone else’s was coming home.


I was delivered in a small house in a nondescript street called Lobelia Gardens by a doctor named Gower, a Welsh incompetent whom my mother adored to the day of his justly premature death. He lived in the house across from ours and his wife loathed my mother, whose womb was affected as a result of his unhygienic laziness. Built in the early ’30s, with a touch or two of mock Tudor, a hint of Hollywood pebble-dash stucco, the road had even then failed to fulfil its early promise but I remember the house with great affection. It contained panelling known to my parents as Jacobean, a great deal of oak, including built-in cupboards glazed with coloured panes, a dining-room suite and two or three solid bedsteads. I have been fond of oak ever since. The front door had a large stained-glass representation of a galleon in full sail.


In the summer there was the endless and verdant Mitcham Common, with her ponds on which oil-drum rafts and army inflatables were sailed, especially after the destruction of the Luftwaffe in the Battle of Britain, a soft green golf course, copses, unthreatening marshes, stands of poplars, cedars and, of course, her elms. She had pedestrian bridges of wood and iron spanning a railway, sandy bunkers and depressions where all day long I sprawled and read and ate unseen. I do not remember ever learning the limits of Mitcham Common. Save for two small woods, which I discovered later, it was what remained of the countryside between London and Croydon. With the growth of a middle class determinedly taking advantage of the railways, thousands of small, similar streets had flowed around the Common, forming links of concrete, brick and hard asphalt with Croydon, Sutton, Thornton Heath, Morden, Bromley and Lewisham, no longer townships but suburbs bordered by the cultivated flowers and trees of Surrey and Kent, the Green Belt.


School might have been a better distraction if I had not already learned to read. The lessons were boring and the food disgusting. Within a fortnight I found it necessary to vomit over the headmistress’s desk when I was taken to her office by my teacher because I refused my lunch. Mrs Fallowell sat on her side of the desk and I was situated on the other, my plate of cold, grey, congealing mince, pale cabbage and watery mashed potato in front of us amongst her forms and test papers. I can smell it now. It still makes me gag. Disapprovingly Mrs Fallowell had discussed, as people did, the starving children of Russia. Those who remembered when it was plentiful were puritanical about food. I knew only rationing and what were called shortages; consequently I was part of Britain’s healthiest generation. I missed nothing. I could never understand why adults grew so enthusiastic over a rabbit leg, a fatty chop or even a chocolate. Throughout the War my grandmother lived on pigeons which her massive cat Nero caught for her in the street. Another early memory is of pink bird feet sticking up through piecrust. One weekend in 1945 a lucky V-Bomb destroyed the school, freeing me to return to my ruins and my adventures.


My mother, also born in Mitcham, had known its broad Common, its vast commercial lavender fields, its fair and gypsies, before her family moved back a mile or two to South London, where they had looked down on Brixton from a respectable part of Tooting. Their house of hard grey-yellow brick was a cut above most others, she told me, because it had steps leading up to the front door, showing it possessed a basement which suggested at least one live-in servant. In fact my grandmother did most of the work and gave birth to thirteen children. Eight survived infancy. Five survived the Blitz. Three are still living.


Our ancestors, including Sephardic Jews, Irish tinkers, French refugees and Anglo-Saxons, were shadows, vague legends, probably because there was more than one illegitimate birth in our fairly recent history, which could also be why I look back on a line predominantly maternal. People said we seemed Irish. Together with her raven hair and striking eyes my mother had a soft rose complexion, while her sisters were all high-coloured redheads and in their photographs the three youngest look stunning.


By the ’30s my grandfather, refusing to give up drink, had been thrown out by my grandmother and lived in one room in Herne Hill. They expected him to die of the whisky. A master baker, he had written for the trade journals. ‘That’s who you get your talent from.’ My mother had been his favourite. My grandfather’s only triumph was to die of emphysema from smoking. A great dandy, he gambled away, family folklore had it, several fortunes. In keeping with the majority of our neighbours our status depended less on our present situation than on a mythical past.


‘That’s your ancestor.’ I remember my Uncle Jim standing with stern pleasure on the staircase of 10 Downing Street, where he lived. He wore a black coat and pinstripe trousers: his hair was thin, a reddish brown. He had a soft, ruddy face; his tobacco-stained hand on my shoulder was gentle. The portrait we contemplated was one of dozens, all former Prime Ministers, which crowded the walls. It was of Disraeli. I felt there was a family resemblance. I was ten. Without my mother’s knowledge I had been visiting my uncle regularly in the school holidays, taking the bus to Westminster in the hope of a tip, perhaps half a crown. I was rarely turned away. My friends and I spent a good deal of our holidays contacting relatives who might be good for a couple of shillings. Others I could count on were my father’s parents in Streatham, my Aunt Kitty in Pollards Hill, my Aunt Charlotte in Thornton Heath. Until her own daughter was born I was my Aunt Charlotte’s favourite.


Reaching Number Ten I would try to use the knocker and would always be stopped by a policeman who either recognised me or would send inside for my uncle. Usually he would arrive personally at the door to greet me, dispatching one of the messengers or policemen to buy buns: ‘With icing on them. You’ve got kids, Bill. Whatever boys like best.’ Then I would take the old lift to his quarters where his wife Iris, crippled by rheumatism and absorbed in her Watchtower, would greet me with the honeyed whine which, childless herself, she considered appropriate. She used much the same tone with animals, and I knew she hated them. She made a crude stab or two at kindness, but her own incurable pain was her dominating interest. When I planned to become a writer her most generous act was to give me her old Pitman Shorthand primer (she had been my uncle’s secretary in the Treasury). Most Christmases she remembered to send me a subscription to the War Cry. She followed both the Salvationists and the Jehovah’s Witnesses and later my Uncle Jim died prematurely as a result of her conversion to Christian Science. I never blamed her for taking to these desperate faiths but I could not forgive her for imposing them upon him and for putting his cat down the day before his funeral. My uncle was honest, amiable and generous. What disappointments had made her so opposite?


For some years I kept a collection of Winston Churchill’s cigar butts taken by me from his ashtrays. Most were at least six inches long. When I was sixteen and determined to overcome the nausea I felt whenever I caught a whiff of burning tobacco I smoked them all. My uncle had predicted a great career for me, first in journalism and then in politics, but my act of smoking those miserably old cigars was probably a strong indication that I would never be a Member of Parliament, let alone a Cabinet Minister; I lacked the appropriate foresight.


Since my father’s flight and my grandmother’s death in 1948 my Uncle Jim had provided moral support to my mother, cold-shouldered by many members of her own and my father’s family who also treated me with singular caution. Sometimes I felt my relations regarded me as a sort of unexploded bomb; in my presence they frequently affected heartiness, would pause in mid-sentence, changed the subject or began to mumble. This weight of mystery made me deeply curious about their supposed secrets. Later, with painful disappointment, I learned they had restrained themselves merely from mentioning my father’s infamy or my mother’s disgrace. It was generally agreed that my mother was somehow to blame for driving my father off. It was a common notion in those days that a wife who could not keep a husband had failed one of life’s major tests.


I remember opening a local newspaper, still full of troop movements and little maps, looking for the cartoons and finding instead a neat square hole mysteriously cut from the centre pages. Years later I came to realise the censored section was a report of the court case when my parents were legally separated. They were not actually divorced until she was seventy-one and he was seventy-seven, an event which caused my mother some trauma and in which I participated as a go-between since they were still terrified of confrontation.


After VE Day, when he packed his bags, I saw my father once or twice a year, at Easter when he would deliver an egg, and in December for the presentation of birthday and Christmas gifts. Clinging to his strong impersonal back I would sometimes ride on his motorbike pillion. I never missed him, though I enjoyed the occasional intrusion of his masculinity into a world predominantly filled by women and children. While I welcomed his bounty it never seemed superior to my mother’s. I was to discover that his visits were primarily at the urging of Sheila, his common-law wife, whom my mother persistently refused to call by name and still continues to characterise as a heartless hussy. While by no means a bad man Vic Mummery was, I think, emotionally lazy.


My father was also born in Mitcham, in a detached rather than a terraced house and was therefore a cut or two above his wife. His mother was Kentish. She had died shortly after giving birth to him, of poisoned blood, and his father had married another countrywoman who doted on Vic even more than on his half-brother, her own son Reggie. I visited my remaining grandparents almost as frequently as my Uncle Jim. In a Victorian maisonette where Streatham bordered Mitcham, not far from the great South London Crematorium, they no longer lived in the splendour of detachment. Theirs was a street of miniature redbrick Gothic terraces, like ancient almshouses, full of rich stained glass and ecclesiastical porches endlessly reproduced, row upon row, at the end of which ran the main road where stately trams, all crimson paint and dented brass, moved with the purpose of ships of the line. I could rely on my grandma for sweets from her part-time job at the nearby chocolate factory, and on my grandad for money. Less prone to mythologising their family’s past, they were a more trustworthy source of information for me in my attempts to distinguish fiction and folklore from reality. My own mother tended to believe her stories even as she created them, and her sisters never felt it their duty to set me straight, so I learned to watch their expressions when I retold certain tales and learned when my mother’s memory of events did not marry with theirs.


Though not neutral, my surviving grandparents had fewer loyalties to my mother’s accounts, but best of all were the stories I heard when I was sent to the West Country, to stay with my grandma’s family, ancient Lovelucks, with Somerset and Devon Lovelucks, servants at great houses, tenants of mighty farms, chauffeurs to the nobility, claiming kinship with Norman baronets. From these Lovelucks came ordinary unembroidered accounts of my father and his half-brother as boys and of my grandmother’s girlhood. Most of the Lovelucks were my grandma’s peers, without children or with children abroad or at the War. As the only grandchild I received considerable attention but when others were born I slowly lost my prestige. Invitations took on a formal reluctance and then ceased altogether so that as War was succeeded by an austere Peace the dunes of Westward Ho, the wheatfields, woods and moorlands of Polperro and points south became no longer accessible and soon, aged seven, I was discovering the miserable monotony of boarding school’s full-time rural life, developing a horror of the Home Counties and of health food I have yet to conquer.


London is my mother, source of most of my ambivalences and most of my loyalties. In 1948 we moved to London proper, to Norbury SW16, to Semley Road and a brand-new semi-detached built on the levelled rubble of a house which had received a direct V1 hit in 1944. The 109 went from the bottom of Semley Road up London Road via Streatham, Brixton and Kennington, to Westminster where I could visit my Uncle Jim in Downing Street. North of us was Brixton. Nobody my mother knew lived in Brixton any more, and all her relatives had moved from Tooting since it had ceased to be the ‘old Tooting’. Her family had occupied one of the finest houses off Garrett Lane. Of her seven siblings the women had all married, Oliver had joined the Navy, Jim had become a Civil Servant, from Treasury to Foreign Office to his job with Churchill, and Albert, the oldest, had trained boxers in his gym somewhere on the borders of Kent. He had also bred greyhounds, I think, near Beckenham. Like most South-west Londoners I knew very little about South-east London. Albert’s son had become a diplomat and his daughters had ‘gone into medicine’. One was married to an editor on The Times and my mother regularly insisted I contact her to further my own journalistic career. Unusually I had relatives of the same generation who were working class, middle class and upper class. We even had French aristocrats through my father’s Aunt Sophie who married a Baron and died a very grand lady in Paris. They mixed fairly comfortably on special occasions and only two of my ferociously rising aunts were snobs. I had many confusing rôle models as a child; for a time I wished desperately to know my place and was even uncertain what to call myself or my trade. My education was sketchy. I received a minimum of erudition at Cooper’s Hall, an obscure and experimental public school which soon expelled me. I was even unsure of my mother’s status. My Uncle Oliver believed she was being ‘kept’ by a rich businessman who supplied my school fees. She eventually told me that my Uncle Jim, secretly so my Aunt Iris should not know, had paid for me. All that school ever did was threaten my friendship with Ben French, a marvellously enjoyable companion until the day he lost his life to a casually popped largactyl and half a can of Special Brew.


Back at home I was enrolled in an appalling private school, run by two tyrannical women who liked to wear their WVS uniforms to class, where I was bullied by two brothers, the Newby boys; they were held up to us by our parents as examples of perfect respectability though we knew them to be sadists. I remember our triumph when Chris, the younger Newby, was hanged for his part in the murder of a policeman: he was just old enough to receive the death sentence. When the case came into the newspapers it at last gave meaning to my own misery at the little thug’s hands. When his older brother, Derek, was sentenced to life in Copenhagen for the manslaughter of his girlfriend all of us who had suffered at their hands knew deep satisfaction. Our parents were duly shocked but almost immediately forgot how they had insisted we emulate the brothers. I remember my mother in the front room of our house in Semley Road watching with approval Chris Newby lifting his neat little school cap to the vicar. I could not mention that the reason I no longer had a similar cap was because Chris had stolen it and urinated over it.


Josef Kiss and I stand by the gate of the Semley Road house where I grew up. Behind us is a small enchained patch of sunlit green and a brick church. ‘And you were happy, were you, in this?’ With his stick he sketches the outline of the pleasant, nondescript suburban villa which still keeps its original trees and shrubs, its various rose bushes, its wooden fence, its vines, its air of tranquil security.


‘I was happy,’ I tell him, ‘most of my life. Until the business you know about, which led to our meeting.’


‘Well, Mummery, are you happy again?’


‘I’m determined to be,’ I say.




Mary Gasalee


MRS GASALEE CAME out of the flames. Trembling, she sat on a bench beside Brook Green, Hammersmith, watching the pupils swaggering through the gates of St Paul’s Girls’ School. She had a burn scar on her back, the exact imprint of a hobnail boot, perhaps where she was stepped on by a would-be rescuer during the Blitz. Hearing, as she believed, the thoughts of the children, she smiled carefully, with no wish to disturb anyone. These girls helped her re-create the events and feelings of her own past. Her girlhood had been a happy one before sex came too soon to confuse and subjugate her so she no longer knew her own soul. She focused her green-gold eyes on the towers of Phoenix Lodge Mansions at the corner of Shepherd’s Bush Road where she had lived for several years, occasionally alone. Her daughter now maintained that flat as a pied-à-terre which was still not too noisy on her particular floor though the traffic between Hammersmith and the motorway was constant.


The boy is in pain. Rejecting this she again allowed herself to be absorbed in a multitude of unformed desires and cloudy notions, of a world unspoiled. Soon she must go to Goldhawk Road to get the prescription which for a while would block out those children’s voices, happy, sad, despairing or impossibly gay. As usual she knew a sense of regret at her potential loss.


I don’t believe you can be called Utterfuck and not know it’s funny if I find out it was Shelagh I’ll kill her mummy’s been in touch with that I could still do with chocolate fourteen eighty-seven was the defeat of who the hell I hope we get Groggy for assembly that smell’s more roses than violets and it’s really really good but it couldn’t have been one of the really big bombs roll on roll on roll on… Most had few words in their heads, just states of mind in the main agreeable, while some poor self-conscious soul occasionally emitted a burst of sickening agony all the worse because it had no source in any reality save the victim’s cruelly washed brain; or so it seemed to Mrs Gasalee who had learned not to respond. The burden of others’ pain had brought her to her present pass where she must now rise reluctantly and move on to the pseudo-hygiene of cracked formica and smudged emulsion, the day-patient’s surgery, a begrudged and temporary sanctuary beyond Shepherd’s Bush Green on the bleak road from the White City.


didn’t ask him for a penny then farted the minute she was finished


She was no longer proud nor particularly frightened of what she had learned to call her overactive imagination, which invented voices, even whole identities for people. In the end she had been glad enough to accept the prescription. Little more than a century ago people like her had been burned, tortured or driven from their villages. David Mummery’s theory was that their mutual condition was a product of what he called urban evolution: as a Brazilian native of the rainforest was able instinctively to use all his senses to build up a complex picture of his particular world, so could a city dweller read his own relevant signs, just as unconsciously, to form an equally sophisticated picture. Mummery found nothing alarming or mysterious about their condition, believing that most people chose to ignore the available information while certain cynics turned it to their advantage and became confidence tricksters, modern witch-doctors, publicists, predators of myriad varieties. Unable easily to block the wealth of information provided by a great city, he, she and Josef Kiss were like powerful wireless receivers who must learn how to adjust their fine tuning to keep a required station. She was not sure she accepted this.


punks me growup me pants me smell all that pork


She wondered what Patrick Gasalee would have made of her if he had survived the fire. Her husband had always joked about her living in another world and had seemed to love her for it, but in time he would probably have been frightened by her dreaminess and perhaps even ashamed of her. She only remembered him sporadically. She had married at sixteen because he had been about to go to War and she had become pregnant almost at once. They had been alone for a while, a couple, when they spent a happy few weeks together after Patrick’s parents evacuated to his Aunt Rose in Lincolnshire. Taking a job as an usherette just up the road from the flat, Mary enjoyed all the latest pictures for nothing, three times a day, six days a week; on Sundays they had a different show, usually older films. When Patrick went off to fight she had already made plenty of local friends who were pleased to help her through and when the baby was born almost the whole of De Quincey Road turned out to help. When Patrick returned to Wood Green on leave from Africa his baby was two days old. The leave was due to him but they had made it compassionate and flown him home. Brown and cheerful, healthier than he had ever been in London, he was delighted by the baby and she felt more in love with him than ever. He made them both sleep in the Morrison shelter in the parlour while he used the upstairs bed. When the bomb hit it blew the whole house apart. Patrick had been killed outright. There had been nothing left of him. His body had burned in the fire.


Just before she went into her coma Mary was in shock, unable to remember her own name or the baby’s. In hospital they decided she had a form of amnesia familiar amongst the War’s casualties, akin to senility, but they could make no more tests until she woke up from her long sleep. Now she had clear memories of her girlhood, of her dreams, and few of the Blitz. She was still not entirely certain what had happened when the bomb hit and could not quite recall what Patrick had looked like since all his photographs had been destroyed when his mother and father were killed after their return to London. Unrecognised by her comatose mother, her daughter Helen, last of the Gasalees, had grown up in Earls Court with Mary’s cousin’s children.


Mary’s gratitude and love for her cousin Gordon Meldrum was profound. Good-hearted and conscientious, he had ensured Helen’s security as well as her education. Having spent many holidays with the Meldrum relatives in Aberdeen, Helen had developed a profound attachment to Scotland, the background to her first novel, The Forgotten Queen, which was accepted by Mills & Boon who published her next five historical romances in the two years before she was offered a large advance from Collins for her seventh novel Laird in Waiting, and she was twenty-four when she completed it. It became a best-seller. Eventually Helen moved to a slender Gothic house, built for one of Scott’s imitators, a mile or two from the centre of Edinburgh; she shared it with her close friend, her secretary-companion Delia Thickett, a relationship which comforted Mary Gasalee who had only a few pleasant experiences of male lovers.


Once or twice a year Mary enjoyed visiting Durward Hall where the two young women were at once solicitous of her comfort and considerate of her privacy; a more relaxing version of the retreat she had once stayed in, but that had been run by nuns with whom she had little in common. She belonged at Helen’s; she knew the security of familial love.


With few anxieties about her, Mary was proud of Helen and watched for book reviews, eagerly telling neighbours when ‘Maeve MacBride’ was giving a television or radio interview. Helen was a great Woman’s Hour favourite, especially on the subject of Highland folklore and history. Her books were serialised in Woman or Woman’s Own, in the Daily Mail. She was described as ‘the voice of Scotland’s heart’ and remained amused by the fact that she hadn’t a drop of Scottish blood – though sometimes she thought her mother, with her weird second sight, might have more than a touch of Celtic feyness.


Born Mary Felgate in Seven Sisters Road not a mile from Holloway Women’s Prison, Mary had been raised with fierce concern by her Grandma Felgate who swore Mary would not meet her mother’s bad end. Mary’s clothes had been so thoroughly mended and washed that people thought she must be a paroled charity case and at school had nicknamed her ‘Workhouse’.


When Mary was eight Grandma Felgate, already wizened into a tightly determined and economical four foot eleven, moved them to Clerkenwell, to a Peabody block of wholesome flats erected in 1900 for the deserving poor at Bowling Green Lane, just off Farringdon Road where the focus, the chief landmark of Mary’s new territory, became Smithfield Meat Market in which, with the other children, she learned to play and to earn an occasional penny. She had loved Clerkenwell. Grandma Felgate had died when Mary was fifteen and had already worked for a year in Gamages Department Store, Holborn, where she had been chosen for special training. By the time Patrick Gasalee from Electrical Goods caused something in her to twitch, her only surviving close relative was Grandpa Felgate who, though he had doted on her as a little girl, had lately shown her the same neutral interest he reserved for everything save himself, and had been happy to see her married and gone as soon as she was sixteen.


Now Helen’s birth was impossibly confused in Mary’s mind with the sensation of falling, the baby held tightly in her arms, head over heels into flames. She had in fact not been badly burned and the Auxiliary Firemen had said it was a miracle, but sometimes, when asked to state her own or her daughter’s birthday she would automatically give the date of the night her husband was killed, when she emerged from the incendiary’s débris, Monday, 30 December, 1940.


In her own mind Mary Gasalee had actually been born again in 1955 at the age of almost thirty-one. That summer enough of her memory had returned for her doctors to believe a relapse into coma would be unlikely and eventually they let her go into a baffling world building itself great white towers, layering all that was prewar with pale plastic and polished board, where the new words she heard were ‘smooth’, and ‘clean’, and ‘creamy’. These postwar Young Turks identified cornices, railings, old leaded picture glass, finials, corbels, ornament of every kind with the sub-Wagnerian posturing of Nazism, the corrupted romanticism of the Right, so they smashed the pretty tiles of Victorian villas, boxed over the fancy fireplaces, ripped the picture rails and ceiling roses from their plaster; but Mary, who remained a prewar child, saw only a continuation of the Blitz and grew afraid of their fierce practicality and their puritanism. Helen was completing her first GCE exam at the Godolphin & Latymer School in Hammersmith where she had won a scholarship and it was agreed she should be left undisturbed until the holidays, especially since earlier that year Gordon’s wife Rachel had died of cancer. To her own relief, Mary was put by Gordon Meldrum on a train to visit his sister in Aberdeen, a city she found far less shocking than the new, off-white London, where Helen eventually joined her for several weeks.


Her daughter’s generosity, openness and frank concern impressed Mary. In the awkward surroundings of the hospital she had only a hint of her daughter’s character. In Scotland Helen took her for long walks through the countryside and beside the ocean, helping her explore Aberdeen and nearby towns. With wonderment Mary regarded the great grey northern sea. She had never been out of London.


For her, Scotland still remained a magic land and she would feel almost guilty when the train from King’s Cross to Edinburgh crossed the border. It thrilled her to imagine she broke with all London’s realities, and Helen and Delia were pleased to encourage this fantasy. They drove her to fairy castles and picnicked in secluded glens or on peaks overlooking wild valleys. During the past five years she had found in the Highlands every confirmation of what she read in her daughter’s romances, yet when the train took her back into London with its noisy dirt Mary Gasalee found quite a different reassurance and felt this was probably in the long run better for her.


She had felt shy with her daughter at first, for she lacked the education, the middle-class accent, the confident way of controlling the world which thanks to the Meldrums Helen had acquired, but in Scotland where they both spoke ‘Southern’ and were more or less outsiders, these barriers had swiftly melted and never appeared again.


called it his curiosity made a fortune short-changing those bitches from South Ken I never could stand that child’s smell sort of stale god you get sick of illness after a while never ate a vegetable in his life and spent half his time complaining of constipation the other half sitting on the loo flushing himself out with laxatives that can’t be good for you my mother got cancer of the colon is it and they said it was that rana ib sab’n afak my guest my guest oh no


Freshly seeded with three months’ supply of the calming drug, Mary buttoned her cardigan while staring with calm curiosity at the instruments arranged in a stainless-steel tray next to the couch.


‘And what about headaches?’ Dr Bridget finished washing her hands at the little sink behind her desk and rolled down her sleeves. Once the house from which her surgery was converted had been grand for this part of the world. The embossed wallpaper displayed vaguely oriental representations of Sky, Land and Water, with ornamental ceilings from which, Mary guessed, had once hung gas chandeliers to fill a comfortable home with warming light, Fire. ‘Any problems there, Mary?’


Mrs Gasalee resented this particular use of her Christian name, an increasingly common means of exerting authority. Since her release, hospitals had started it but the police had now also adopted the technique. She had been brought up to address other people with more respect. But she could think of no graceful means of objecting. ‘I’ve been very well, just lately, thank you, Dr Bridget.’


‘Everything ticking along nicely at the Clinic?’ Dr Bridget sat down and sighed. ‘The memory improving, is it, Mary? Do take that chair, dear. You always look like the boy in that painting. When Did You Last See Your Father?’


‘He was a soldier, I gather.’ Mary’s gaze wandered to the window, and the little strip of green where two West Indian girls in school uniform wrestled. Their mothers chatted nearby, enjoying some minor respite, poised beside the zebra crossing. ‘Possibly Canadian.’


‘Yes,’ said Dr Bridget. She did something to a lock of her mousy hair, holding the heel of her hand hard against her cheekbone for a moment, her brown eyes imitating patience. ‘Yes, dear, you’ve mentioned it. I was joking. So all we need is our other prescription topped up, to help us sleep and so on.’


‘I don’t know about you,’ Mrs Gasalee made a crude stab at retaliation, ‘but I could do with some more tablets myself.’


Frowning, Dr Bridget packed more hair into place. ‘It’s usually fifty, isn’t it, Mary, dear?’


‘Usually fifty, yes.’ Careless in defeat. ‘Dear.’


Dr Bridget scribbled with her ballpoint. ‘No more constipation problems? No bad depression?’ This was her own ritual. Though Mrs Gasalee did not respond her silence went unnoticed so she said: ‘I suppose I could do with a few tension tablets. The ones for the migraines.’ She noticed a black smudge on her left thumb, like soot. It emphasised the remains of a fingerprint.


Dr Bridget pursed unpainted lips and swung again in her seat to look at her file cards. ‘It’s been nearly a year since your last prescription. That’s very good. Things are looking up for you, are they, Mary?’


Mrs Gasalee watched the thin red pen make an addition to her prescription form. From the doctor’s drawer came a sudden scent of rose essence. Dr Bridget tore the paper off the block and offered it between two long fingers. She uttered a smile which told Mary Gasalee that only affirmation would bring approval. ‘Otherwise all’s well, eh?’


Mrs Gasalee nodded slowly.


‘And how’s that famous daughter of yours?’ Dr Bridget’s dark desperate eyes seemed to note that Mary’s pastel Fairisle and heather-mixture skirt, her tan boots, were only of medium quality.


‘Writing away up in Scotland.’ Mary would not let Helen support her. If anyone deserved help in his old age it was Gordon, now in Devon. This was absolutely no business of Dr Bridget’s.


‘Got a best-seller going according to She, eh? But I suppose that’s all exaggerated. Like pop stars.’ Dr Bridget’s stare became reflective. Her nose wrinkled. Slowly she began to push her pad away from her. ‘I expect she’s muddling along like the rest of us.’


‘Oh, I expect so.’ Mary welcomed a flush of angry pride. ‘In her castle up there on her island. But she keeps Irish wolfhounds, of course, and you’d never believe how much Chum they get through in a day.’


Irritated by this consultation’s failure to follow a predictable course, perhaps blaming herself, Dr Bridget said, ‘Well, I must get one out of the library some day.’


‘Every little helps.’ Mary drew a breath. ‘They get paid for the borrowings now.’


As Dr Bridget rose, her eyes wandered to the side of her own face as if searching for further rogue locks. ‘No more nightmares, I take it.’


Mrs Gasalee, halfway to her feet, grew wary and, straightening her skirt, walked quickly to the brown-and-white door. She folded her hand over the knob. At the corner of her vision she detected a lick of fire. Knowing it to be nonsense she feared she might one day will a flame to life. Her grandmother, a firm believer in the reality of spontaneous combustion, had known of at least five accredited cases, including her own uncle who had died drunk aboard his barge on the canal, boiling and bubbling and giving off yellow fumes until he was nothing but a mess of fat and sulphur on the planking, with a nasty hole in the carpet, too. It was a year before they got rid of the smell. It had sometimes occurred to Mary that she, rather than the Luftwaffe, had set off the explosion which had killed Pat. All the doctors had explained how common it was to feel guilt for the death of those you survived, but Mary remained unconvinced by their arguments. Her strong dislike for Dr Bridget bothered her. She grew anxious to leave lest merely by pointing one of her neat, stubby fingers she made the obnoxious woman flare like a chip pan.


‘Nothing like that.’ Opening the door Mary slipped through and closed it tight behind her while Dr Bridget’s receptionist gave off a pert, meaningless smile. Diana was combed and frizzed to resemble a tropical plant, predominantly red and yellow. Mrs Gasalee liked people to look colourful.


‘All right then, Mrs G?’ Diana’s smile took on warmth.


‘Right as rain. Bye, bye, Di.’


My life, my real life, began in fire. Mary Gasalee passed the old Shepherd’s Bush market where she had once gone to spend time with the budgies and the tame mice. Beside the bland formica of the BBC Theatre she crossed the street to set foot on the Green’s mud. The heavy traffic surrounding her on all sides gave her a secure feeling as if the wagon train had completed its circle. Overhead she saw a kestrel, one of a pair nesting in the roof of the old dancehall, hovering as if to stoop upon the two shabby drunkards, their broken veins tracked over their faces like ketchup, who moaned indistinctly at her from their bench. One had a half-healed mess on his forehead. She knew he was grateful for the wound which saved him the effort of climbing to his feet to beg. As usual she paused to give each a fivepenny piece in the same way she always made a contribution to the altar fund when leaving a church. Knowing they could sometimes be aggressive she walked quickly across the Green until she reached the underpass taking her back to the road for Hammersmith and ultimately Queen’s Club Gardens where she had a small basement flat. She was one of the few who still rented in a square growing daily more gentrified. Helen had tried to persuade her to buy the flat outright, with her help. ‘You can’t go wrong these days, Mum. It could be in your name, or both our names.’ But Mary Gasalee had always rented her flat, since she moved from Phoenix Lodge and before that Bayswater, and it would no longer seem hers if Helen bought it.
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By the time she reached Olympia the sun was out again, giving a little unexpected warmth to the stark branches of the few trees growing near the railway. It brought a sense of respite, and she drew a clear breath of the winter air before crossing Hammersmith Road for North End Road.


Gradually the little shops which served the wealthier residents of West Kensington gave way to the kebab bars, cluttered grocery stores, cheap electrical retailers, dowdy drapers and hardware shops run by recent immigrants and she turned at length where some of the shop-fronts began to appeal to the young middle classes slowly taking over the bijou terraces around Star Road which for almost a hundred years housed a clientèle poorer than the one the original developers had envisioned. Indeed, only now were the brick villas achieving that dreamed-of respectability.


Before she went home Mary made her customary stop at St Andrew’s Church where Star Road became Greyhound Road. The church had taken her fancy because its nineteenth-century builders had consciously tried to make it look rural, succeeding in creating something more impressive than what they had hoped to emulate. St Andrew’s had a wonderful carved porch, a beautiful spire, an air of tranquil dignity.


Within the dappled semi-darkness of oak and coloured glass Mary kneeled in prayer. Please God, do not let me be wicked. Do not let me release or be consumed by any power you have chosen to invest in me. Do not let me fail to understand your intentions when the time comes. I pray for the soul of Patrick Ambrose Gasalee, my late husband, and for other poor sufferers who have perished and continue to perish in terrible wars, Lord. And please help Josef Kiss to help himself because I am sure you agree it’s about time he was married again. He is wasted as he is. Thank you and amen. She had no formal knowledge of the Church and most of her attempts at appropriate language were taken from what she saw on television. She had a horror of attending any kind of regular service and went to great lengths to avoid the vicar or other worshippers.


Humming to herself now, Mrs Gasalee left the chill of St Andrew’s and crossed Greyhound Road to enter the unnatural calm of the Gardens, an unspoiled enclave of great red mansion blocks surrounding a rather unkempt tennis court, some flower beds and a number of rich evergreens. She let herself into the shabby door of Palgrave Mansions. The entrance hall was as gloomy as the church but offered neither the same security nor hope. She said good afternoon to Mrs Zimmermann, a white-headed hen with a mottled brown beak who always came to stare as she went by, held her breath against the ghosts of a thousand overcooked vegetables, descended to the deepest haven of her basement and let herself in to her own black front door. As usual through the remains of the late-afternoon light her two chocolate-point Siamese cats came running according to habit from the back of the flat, voicing loud familiar sounds, half complaint, half greeting, and purring as soon as they reached her legs. Picking one up in each arm she held them like babies, bellies upward. They lolled, little lordlings, squinting with pleasure into her delighted face.


‘Hello, my lovely boys. You’re angry with me, aren’t you? You never do know when it’s Thursday.’ Rocking the ecstatic animals in her arms she entered the comfort of her kitchen. Unusually this flat had never been modernised in the ’50s. It still had its massive black Victorian range against which the cats loved to sleep and on which her kettle was already gently boiling while over it on pulleys hung a wood and cast-iron drying rack holding her day’s washing, a few underclothes, a blue jumper, a couple of shirts. With a black rod she knocked the lever at the back of the chimney to widen the flue, then opened the firedoor to peer into a familiar and hellish landscape. The range needed no more coke for the moment. It suited her to base a good deal of her domestic routine around the stove’s demands. She hardly ever used her gas cooker. Removing her coat she hung it in the tall wooden cupboard behind her, then from her little refrigerator at the end of the scrubbed pine counter furthest from the stove she took a tin of Meaty Chunks. Her Siamese grew alert, standing on hind legs to paw her thighs. Humming cheerfully, she filled two identical plastic bowls, one of which she had marked Gabby and the other Charlie in honour of Rossetti and Swinburne who she had fallen in love with when she saw them played on television. She mashed the food carefully, breaking up the lumps.


Opening the baking compartment of the stove, she again checked the temperature before returning to the fridge and removing the pie she had made that morning. Protecting her hands with a cloth she positioned her pie on the upper rack. ‘And that’s my supper sorted out.’ She bent her stocky body to offer the cats their bowls. While they ate she unwound her scarf and took off her cardigan. With her gloves and her handbag she balanced these on an old hallstand just outside the kitchen. The stand was festooned with so much miscellaneous clothing she could only just see her face in a fragment of the mirror. She was still surprised to be over sixty. She looked less than forty, as if all those years in the coma had not counted, as if she had begun to age only after leaving hospital when she had looked hardly older than Helen. Nuns look like this, but not doing what I’ve done. Faintly disturbed she wondered if she were paying a price in a bargain she couldn’t remember making. Or had she yet to pay?


For a second she saw David Mummery’s nervous features beside her own. She recalled his pale body, the fragility of his bones, his delicate flesh. He seemed to have taken on weight and colour recently, but not health. She knew a moment’s sadness for him, then returned her attention to herself. Nothing could depress her now the surgery was behind her and she was safe in her home again. It was silly to be upset by good fortune. It’s the pure life you lead, Mary. She moved an old fur jacket in order to address a little more of her face. Think what you’d look like if you’d kept on going with the insatiable Mr Kiss!


She began to smile. She was always amused by those particular memories.


‘Bless him.’




Josef Kiss


‘MR KISS, HAVE you ever eaten fire?’ The admiring lad chanced his luck.


Josef Kiss was tight today and shook with something like laughter. Standing with straight glass lifted beside the shining wood and faded tapestry of the settle, he was huge enough to dwarf even the mighty furniture around him. At his age, with his subtle make-up, he was magnificent rather than grotesque. He had been boasting how with a minimum of talent he had earned his living in almost every aspect of the theatrical profession and so gave serious thought to young Bashall’s question.


‘Unless you count the time my cooker exploded as I bent over a pan of baked beans I can answer truthfully: Only in pretence, Sebastian. I admire those who can.’ He drew sluggishly at his pint. ‘I had a cameo rôle as a circus personality in Writs. My old friend Montcrieff, also. You take what you’re offered.’ A further consultation of his memory. ‘For a very short while I was a sharpshooter’s assistant. His name was Vittorio something. He was interned on the Isle of Man during the War and I lost touch. An unjust fate, the Isle of Man, for anyone save an unrepentant Nazi. Were you ever there?’ He became more animated. ‘Shrouded in fog, Sebastian, summer and winter. Not merely Britain’s answer to Siberia, I assure you, but a refinement. I played a season in Douglas in 1950. The people are grim, the beer is dreadful and the architecture owes much to modern Ireland in its unremitting ugliness. The pubs are open all day. Their urinals are full of inebriated Dubliners leaning on their arms over filthy porcelain, groaning and vomiting “Oh, Jesus. Oh, dear Jesus!” while in the public bars their wives, coarsened by Man and God, stare listlessly over halves of Guinness through murky windows at children bloated with crisps and lemonade, endlessly tugging the levers of one-armed bandits. It is not worth the same time it takes you to travel to France just to see a horse-drawn tram or sit on the hard benches of a miniature railway for the privilege of glimpsing, should the mist divide at all, a cove or two almost as pretty as Devon’s. It is called a tax haven, I believe. My own theory is that captured tax evaders are exiled there. Her Danish settlers were either convicts or those Vikings who failed to qualify for Valhalla. No-one in their right mind would volunteer to live there. As for their tailless cats, I’m sure that any Manxman would find a cat’s tail a delicacy compared to his normal diet.’ Mr Kiss leaned his back against carved mahogany in what had once been the snug of the Sun and Roman before its conversion to a single vast horseshoe bar.


With his third pint of Director’s Sebastian Bashall’s attention had wandered. His small gnomish face grew vague. ‘You ate fire on the Isle of Man?’


‘Presumably many do. Merely to keep warm. No. That was where the unfortunate sharpshooter was sent. My mind-reading was never very successful in the provinces so I, to my shame, was a sort of pierrot. I forget the name of the theatre. One of those summer shows people went to out of desperation before landladies installed Television Lounges in their boarding houses. Oh, how I longed for Blackpool that year. I’m not one to mourn the passing of Summer Concert Parties. Television is a kinder employer and a more reliable paymaster and, better still, one rarely has to leave London. It was the TV Commercial saved both my life and my dignity. Why, Sebastian, were you asking about fire?’


The young estate agent turned so that for an instant his own glass was brought to red-gold life in a shaft of winter sunlight. All this so transfixed him that he replied almost distantly: ‘I was wondering how it was done, that’s all.’


‘The trick is not to keep the fire in your mouth too long. You can try it for yourself. Look.’ Mr Kiss took a box of Swan Vestas from beneath his cape. Removing a match he struck it. Then he opened his red lips to engulf the flame. ‘There. The palate is fairly sturdy and the lack of oxygen in one’s mouth soon stifles the conflagration. You must be the fourth young man to ask me that question this week.’


‘A fire-eater on the news burned his face off.’


Josef Kiss picked up his own glass, briefly defeated by the sight of so much remaining beer. ‘Once more the mysteries of London’s coincidences are solved and clarified. The ordinary explanation is always a welcome antidote to ambiguity.’ He replaced the glass on the damp mat, drew a breath, then took his drink back to his face for a single, manful swallow.


‘My round, Mr Kiss.’ Sebastian exposed his watch. He was due back at the office in fifteen minutes. Through the crowd of laughing cigar-smokers, the local business gentry in their glossy suits and crisp shirtings, he hurried across dark carpet to the bar and waved a couple of pound coins at the sturdy, tattooed publican, Peter Edrich, whose greying red hair curled with sweat from supervising his massive Victorian erection of brass, mirrors, bottles and polished wood, tending and wiping his levers, his toggles as he had tended a ship’s engines, long ago in the Age of Steam. ‘A pint and a half of best, please, squire.’ Sebastian glanced beyond the clouded glass, across a busy stretch of the Mile End Road, to his own office. Behind the display boards of the front window he saw familiar figures at their desks. Gerry Pettit had left half an hour before him and was still not back. Sebastian relaxed. Thursday was never a heavy day for estate agents round here. Usually he only took likely purchasers to the Sun and Roman, his own preference for lunch being the smaller, cheaper pubs of the side streets, but he enjoyed Mr Kiss’s regular Thursday visits and could even justify their meetings as work for Mr Kiss brought intelligence of most other London districts and always knew what an average family house was selling for anywhere from Ealing to Epping, from Barnet to Bromley.


Mr Kiss seemed in particularly good form today, so Sebastian decided to risk a further question, something which had been on his mind for a while. ‘Sorry if I seem overcurious, Mr K.,’ he proffered the pint, ‘but where do you actually live yourself? I mean you seem to be familiar with so many bits of London. I know you don’t come from round here.’


Josef Kiss touched his mouth to the straight glass, exhibiting as much relish for this, his fifth, as he had for his first. ‘In confidence, Sebastian, I divide my time between Town – that is the West End, Kensington, Chelsea and so forth – the City, which is to say the City of London and the East End – the Western Suburbs, chiefly Chiswick, Acton and Hammersmith – the Northern Suburbs from Camden to Finchley – the Southern Suburbs, Battersea, Brixton, Norwood et cetera – and the Eastern Suburbs, as far, say, as Dagenham or Upminster. I have homes commanding all four points of the compass.’


‘I was under the impression you lived… where?’ Sebastian Bashall again considered his watch. He had seven minutes remaining. ‘White City?’


As if a chord was struck in his brain Josef Kiss blinked. ‘White City or Black, dear lad,’ he said absently, ‘there are no greys, at least, in the world of Josef Kiss.’ He lifted the glass to swallow half its contents. ‘I have a pied-à-terre in Acton – rich and concentrated, though its exterior would never betray it – another in Brixton, that perpetual nerve-centre of London working-class life and as traditional a home for unsuccessful theatricals as Brighton is for the successful. I have seen racetrack gangs come and go. I have witnessed the rise and fall of the Brixton Chain Gang, so called because the heavy bicycle chain was their favoured weapon, as well as other coteries of violent young men. You will not recall the epic Teddy Boy clash on Tooting Common between the Chain Gang and the Balham Blackshirts, which resulted in several deaths and many serious woundings. Though the area now attracts a better class of resident it remains interesting to me. I also maintain a little home in Hampstead, looking onto one of the Heath’s least attractive views. My main residence, however, is near Fleet Street. I like to think it keeps me at the heart of things. One of the few private seventeenth-century houses remaining in those expensive alleys.’


‘Near Doctor Johnson’s, then? The Cheshire Cheese?’


‘I’d never have called him that, dear lad, whatever his shortcomings. I see you’ve finished your half. Would you care for another? Swiftly?’


‘I’ll be getting back, Mr Kiss. I suppose you could make a packet if you sold your Fleet Street place, eh?’


‘Sadly it’s held, as it were, in trust.’


Left with a further puzzle Sebastian Bashall buttoned up his jacket, tucked his short plaid scarf down inside it, drew on his corduroy overcoat, called ‘See you next week then!’ and pushed through the doors towards his office.


Josef Kiss rounded with a smile upon orange-cheeked Audrey who in her white overall gathered plates containing the remains of jumbo sausages, beans, chips, puddings and military pickle. ‘A delicious Shepherd’s Pie today, my dear.’


‘Well,’ a movement of her shoulders told him she was too busy to chat, ‘I’m glad you liked it, love.’


Draining his glass on his way to the pegs by the cigarette machine, Mr Kiss stood it carefully on a table and took down his wide-brimmed hat, his long muffler, his umbrella. He was a stickler for every convention associated with the English eccentric, conventions which afforded him considerable privacy and discomfited no-one; they stated exactly how far he wished to remain distanced from his fellows.


With sudden alacrity, and a general flourish in the direction of the publican and various acquaintances, he left the warmth and press of the Sun and Roman, taking enormous, ponderous strides East towards Bow and the St Clement’s Arms where in a few minutes he was due to meet his old friend Dandy Banaji whose ‘London Byways’ column was one of the few enduring features of the Bombay Daily Mail. Their relationship was to some extent professional. Appearing weekly as ‘information and general expenses’ on Banaji’s pay sheets Mr Kiss supplied basic intelligence for the column and had achieved the status of a regular character, being frequently referred to as ‘The Ancient Resident’ or ‘Our London Friend’.


As the sun came through again, making even the frozen heaps of dirt-crested snow look relatively fresh, Mr Kiss’s heart began to sing. The listless movement of the traffic was at odds with the general mood of the day and he checked an impulse to shout to the cars and lorries, to urge them to pull themselves together and look more cheerful.


‘You’re an old fraud, Kiss.’ He followed this with a satisfied yawn. ‘But at least you no longer do much harm to anyone.’ Because of his habit of colouring and embellishing his conversation and so keeping people at a remove he had led the estate agent to believe he owned at least four London houses while in fact his four rooms were all bedsitters which he had accumulated almost by accident. He frowned, thinking the traffic had increased, but then he realised he was hearing human voices.


Twenty minutes of relative security and tranquillity on the South Suburban Line. I didn’t start buying a paper till I got interested in my stars and then of course later it was the telly programmes. I must admit this led to me taking an interest in the news. Some of it really shocked me. That’s why I came to get into politics. After I got into local government I hardly looked at a national paper and when I eventually became an MP I stopped reading papers altogether. Nowadays I don’t even read books. My wife. What are those golden builders doing near wonderful ever weeping Paddington? The meat of Smithfield used to stink by eleven in the morning. That’s why we come here my wife and I. It was during the war originally. We were refugees from Copenhagen. We thought the light was so beautiful. She returned to Denmark but I remained. Theobald’s Road. The clockmaker’s.


Mile End Road was a consort of disgruntled noises. The bad weather got everyone down. This was the worst winter since 1947, that hideous year when he was convinced he would die. Doing pantomime at the Streatham Grand, his consolation was being chosen at the last minute to be the Goose. The costume was usually hated for its stuffiness, but he played his part with grateful vigour. According to local notices he had been the star of the season, but the freezing journey home at night to Endymion Road, when he had to walk not much more than a mile, had been one of his worst ordeals. At the end of the performance he would simply remove the goose mask, drag his topcoat over the rest of the suit, wrap his scarf about his off-white throat, set his hat on his head and, gripping his umbrella, waddle on great yellow feet back to Brixton, careless of all curiosity. Twice he was stopped by policemen who, listening to his story sympathetically, would agree at last that no law stopped a man from walking the streets of London dressed as a goose. One mild summer evening some ten years later he had strolled the same route up Streatham Hill only to have his jacket slashed from neck to waist by a Teddy Boy’s razor, but soon afterwards, as he was fond of saying, the economy took a rise, allowing the youth of South London to trade their razors for reefers and dress much more attractively. For a while there was real peace in Brixton.


He knew he was drunker than usual. ‘Life goes up, old boy. And life goes down again. Surely there are some areas of progress.’ The few people still at large on the Mile End Road began to distance themselves from him. He saw their white breath as blank speech balloons, as if a cartoonist experienced a sudden failure of creativity. He’s one of the leaders of the National Front. He took over the White City, Shepherd’s Bush, Harlesden. But he’s diabetic, see, and slowly going blind. He won’t be treated in hospital. Thomas his name is – a great friend of Dylan Thomas actually. They were related. I know for a fact a baby was born in St Mary’s that had two faces. One on the front of its head like normal the other on the side. It’s these pakis and jewboys from Golders Green buying up all the land. That yard’s full of vermin. Mrs Taylor’s had no electricity. There’s no inside toilet, no gas. The house is as filthy as they are. What’s happened to us? I can remember everything. I can remember everything. I knew I’d find you here you Telling fortunes in the laundry while it rains Jack’s got a hammer. I thought I’d better tell you. Mr Kiss smiled as usual, wondering how much of all this he imagined or embellished, then he sighed, pushing with an air of finality through the narrow door of the St Clement’s Arms and its density of regulars to wave his brolly at the small figure of Dandy Banaji hunched on a stool in the corner of the bar under the television, wearing a gaberdine trenchcoat over his tweed jacket, check shirt and flannels. Mr Banaji lifted a shy hand. ‘What’s it to be, Kiss, old boy?’


‘The usual, thanks, old boy. How’s life?’


‘Oh, you know. I saw Beryl on Monday. I interviewed her for the paper. She asked to be remembered.’ When Mr Kiss offered no response Mr Banaji added: ‘She’s doing well, it seems, in an unpopular job.’


‘A perfect promotion for a sleazy antiques dealer. The middle-class black economy was a boon for her.’


‘Kiss, what a rotten cynic you are!’ D.M. Banaji held up his fingers to attract the jet-haired barmaid’s eye then pointed at Mr Kiss and himself. Molly’s raspberry-coloured arms rippled as she pulled a pint of Flowers then a pint of Eagle, her smile tender: ‘You’re looking healthy, Mr K. This cold weather must agree with you.’ Resting for a moment against the bar she adjusted something within her green satin blouse. ‘Her career has been a perfectly honourable one,’ Mr Banaji said.


‘Not my sister!’ Josef Kiss accepted his Flowers with a wink. ‘Even when she ran her junk shop the totters would go anywhere else before they’d do business with her. When she got to Bond Street that all changed, of course. The wealthy may be less generous than the poor, but they’re considerably more foolish. How does she turn a profit on the side, I wonder, as Minister of Arts?’


‘She sent you her love. She said to give her a ring if you and I wanted to have dinner with her and Robert.’


‘You’re a good soul, Dandy.’ Mr Kiss raised his glass as if it were the first of the day. ‘By God, you need this, don’t you? Dreadful winter. Cheers.’


Studying Josef Kiss with kindly concern, Dandy said nothing. Most people suffering from his friend’s condition found alcohol reacting badly with their drugs but Mr Kiss improved if he drank only beer. They had been meeting since 1940 when the government had offered amnesty to Indians who would come to England from exile in America. A member of the Indian National Congress Mr Banaji had begun working for Intelligence even before Japan entered the War. One night he went to the Windmill Theatre where Josef Kiss had resumed his famous act, his original turn. Singled out of the audience to go up on stage Dandy was deeply impressed when the mind-reader revealed details of his life and circumstances still either classified secret or known only to himself. After the show he sent his journalist’s card to Mr Kiss’s dressing room, thinking he might convince his department to employ this obvious psychic against the enemy, but Mr Kiss had dismissed his singular talent as trickery and luck, a certain instinct for people, and was thoroughly amused by Mr Banaji’s astonished admiration. The Indian had been unprepared for Mr Kiss’s skilful blocking of questions, his apparently amiable insistence that he possessed nothing more than a knack for good guesswork, but he agreed to be Mr Banaji’s guest for lunch the next day. And so they had become friends.


Gradually Dandy Banaji learned to understand that Mr Kiss was so terrified of his own talent that it was possible to have only the most superficial conversations about it. After a year of courtship, when Dandy always bought the drinks, the meals, the tickets to the cinema, he concluded that Mr Kiss possessed a profoundly complex and sophisticated psychological shielding. One night, as they sat together in Aldgate East Underground Station sheltering from an air raid, he felt able to offer his opinion. ‘Your spiritual protection, Josef Kiss, is appallingly thorough. You are like one of those invulnerably armoured beetles. I feel in the presence of a specialised species at once more highly evolved than my own yet almost certainly doomed to early extinction.’


This amused Mr Kiss. ‘You’ve improved my ego no end, old man.’ He then became serious. ‘But I’d advise you to be very careful what you say to me for there’s nothing more dangerous to my type of madman than admiring hyperbole. If you really are my friend you’ll ensure I keep my feet on the ground and you will never out of some puritanical zealotry of your own attempt to pierce my armour!’ Pointedly he changed the subject, recounting an anecdote of Whitechapel before the Blitz.


Within a few days Mr Kiss was arrested. After a brief stay in West End Central Police Station, he was sent to a mental hospital in Tooting. When they at last gave visiting permission Mr Banaji was confronted with a doped wretch unable to control spittle oozing from slack lips. A doctor told him Mr Kiss had found a prop broadsword and a Scottish costume at the theatre and, claiming to be both a direct descendant of Brian Boru and Charles Edward Stuart, recruited a dozen drunken Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders from a pub near King’s Cross and led them on an assault of Buckingham Palace. The Royal Family were not at all popular in the Blitz’s early months and were somewhat sensitive to such demonstrations since Mr Churchill had yet to improve their public image. Hating to see Mr Kiss so pathetically contrite, Mr Banaji eventually secured his friend’s release on condition he continued taking his barbiturates. Thereafter Dandy Banaji privately swore never again to risk encouraging Mr Kiss’s self-destructive mania.


On his release Josef Kiss went to see his agent, intending to change his act, but the man had already decided to stop representing him. Similar incidents in the past had demanded too many embarrassing explanations to various theatre managers. ‘And now you’ve upset the bloody king. Which could mean curtains for my knighthood. All that charity work wasted.’


In turning his back for the last time on telepathy Josef Kiss discovered a new agent who, by encouraging his minor ability for acting, allowed him to earn a fair living from small parts in films, television cameos and eventually, most profitably, commercials whose royalties were enough to sustain the habits which kept him sane and gave him all the public recognition he required. Because his knowledge of London was so thorough (‘a walker never gets as miserable as a sitter, dear boy’) Dandy Banaji was only too pleased to pay for the privilege of accompanying Mr Kiss on his expeditions and to write about them for the paper. Their relationship had become both intimate and equable and also mutually profitable, a perfect marriage. And nowadays Mr Kiss’s periods of incarceration were always voluntary.
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