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This account of recent unpleasantness is written down for my sister, Alice.

However, I am certain I shall never send it - not to anyone - for I have no desire to hang. 

 

Lorina Skene. Paris, or wherever. 1874

 

 

AN EERIE ADVENTURE IN HAMPSTEAD

 

Madam Cowleigh was a medium. She was famous, of course, for conversing with spirits, but the spirits had to listen with inordinate care. Her speech was a flurry of half-swallowed frustrations, for she did not articulate her words at all clearly - she spat them out, expecting straining ears to catch at least the gist of her sentences. Madam Cowleigh would frown deeply if, at any time, she was not adequately understood. 

As a consequence, her brow was lined and furrowed; but her affliction was not her fault, for illness had played a vicious trick upon her. As a child, or so it was reported by the vulgar press, she had developed a swollen tongue - a monstrous tongue. Forever afterwards it remained far too large for her mouth. The words she tried to express could never be rolled out entirely, for her teeth and gums got in the way. Of course, she slurred at times, and she drooled; but that was not the worst of it. The initial swelling had ulcerated her freakish organ of articulation, and although she soon healed, rough scars were left behind. Madame Cowleigh, in short, had a tongue of sandpaper and thistles; but only later would I learn this to my cost.

How I wish the spectre had left me alone! I would not have required Cowleigh's peculiar talents and nothing would have brought me to her door. If only I had possessed the courage to tell myself that any ghost is merely rushing air and attitude... a tatter, perhaps, of a long-expired personality; then I might have endured without assistance. However, I was terrified by the unwelcome visitations, and three complacent mediums, all charlatans as it transpired, had failed to relieve my terror. The spirit still haunted my home as before, and Cowleigh had become my ultimate hope. Her reputation preceded her. London papers had printed rapturous accounts of her séances and stage shows. The majority of mediums were frauds, it was so; but Cowleigh was the genuine article. For the sake of veracity, I must confess that I still believe in her powers. I believe absolutely. How could it be otherwise?

Cowleigh lived in a half-respectable locale, in Hampstead. It was a street of lace curtains and green-painted doors. Half of the modest house was rented by other tenants and the other half by the medium. She lived alone except for a fat companion, an African woman called Winnie, who was also a medium. In fact, they performed together on the professional stage. It was whispered that the two women shared a bed, and they performed together there with just as much gusto! But I thought this most improbable, for Cowleigh was as rotund as her friend, and double beds are only so wide. Passions, especially outsized passions, may move the earth upon its axis, it is true; but sleep alone can make the world stop dead. As I have discovered, sleep is more essential than love. Either way, Cowleigh's personal tastes did not concern me. I did not wish to learn whether or not she ever lay down with Wheezing Winnie, as the press had named her; the question was, could Cowleigh lay my evil ghost?

It was Winne who answered the door. She filled up most of the frame and this dominating impression was only matched by her imperious chestnut eyes. She looked me up and down, and she even allowed herself the ghost of a smile.

Repressing nerves and a spark of irritation, because of her impudence, I gave my married name rather sharply. 

"Mrs Skene…"

Winnie nodded. It was odd to speak a name I barely recognised myself. I scarcely owned it, for the memory of my wedding day was still fresh in my mind and it was not a pleasant reverie, for I was never in love with my husband.

I followed the ballooning Winnie down a short, narrow corridor where the Turkey carpets on the floor had seen better days, and where the pot-plants, although displayed with apparent pride on a series of little ebony tables, one after the other, clearly needed water. Their fronds were dry and withered, like my soul.

Winnie ushered me into a drawing room, one with very little furniture. Out of breath and sweating head to toe, Winnie urged me to sit in a far corner, on a green-buttoned chair. It was one of only three seats in the room. The other two chairs faced off against each other, over a small round table - a table which was covered with a drape of scarlet chenille. That table was where the magic might occur, or where the chicanery might transpire. At that moment, I did not know quite what to expect. I had been disappointed before, and I began to despair of all mediums. 

I waited and I waited, alone; but at least this gave me the opportunity to study the curious pictures on the wall. They hung in a higgledy-piggledy fashion, with no hint of elegant spacing; and yet each picture had an expensive frame of mahogany, although none was an oil painting. Evidently, Cowleigh and Winnie had a taste for ancient wood-block illustrations, such as one might see in medieval or Renaissance folios. This was not so remarkable in itself, perhaps, but the subject matter of those images did grip my attention, for there were devils and imps and witches, and scenes of dire punishment, all delineated neatly in ink on yellowing parchment. Here, a bound woman was burning at the stake, close to a smug-faced bishop who was warming his hands; and there were six peasants all hanging in a row, like seasoning hams in a country pantry. 

I considered leaving, but curiosity laid a firm hand on my shoulder. The door handle turned with a squeak and in hobbled Cowleigh on a stick. She was a sight to behold. Naturally, I had seen illustrations of her in the newspapers, but her real appearance was more outlandish. Her gaze, perhaps, was her most singular feature, at least until she engaged in torturous conversations, for her eyes were a strange, washed-out blue. They bulged from their sockets, unblinking, as though through permanent outrage or alarm. Her pupils were small and unchanging.

I rose to my feet.

"Madame Cowleigh?"

"At your…at your acquaintance, Mrs Skene" she said, her voice unexpectedly cultured, although it bubbled through slime. I realised she was trying to be clear and polite, and so I nodded. She wiped a froth of spittle from her lips and half turned away, with apparent embarrassment. 

I almost felt sorry for the old girl. But how old was Cowleigh, in fact? Her hair was grey - short and tied back with a black bow, in the manner of an elderly fisherwoman. But her face was ageless - virtually unlined. Was she fifty, - or even sixty? Had illness aged her prematurely? 

She gestured me to a chair by the table: the left seat, as it happened. She sat down herself, but with no little difficulty, as if her bones were conspiring against her.

"You are in pain?"

She waved away my concern.

"It is nothing," she slurred, still drooling a little, and I thought I caught the tuneless, unfortunate hint of a foreign accent. 

"Give me…give me your hents," she insisted. "Show me- show- me- your wrists." 

Her speech was a cacophony of pauses. This was difficult for her, clearly, and once again I felt an unfamiliar wave of emotion: a feeling that approximated to pity. 

I stretched both hands across the table and she grabbed me by the wrists. She gripped me tightly as her own clammy hands began to shake. Her fingers were short and fat but showed no signs of manual labour. These were not a servant's hands. Then, with a pointed, manicured nail, she tapped the foolish bangle I was wearing, upon my right wrist. You will recall it, Alice, as an item of nonsense I once purchased from Madame Pomfret's, when we were young. I mean, of course, the bangle made from a dead woman's hair. It was a bangle secured by popping the head of a fish into the mouth of another somewhat larger fish, and it had always amused me. The clasps were of silver, but of no great quality. However, by contrast, the weaving of the grey hair was superb, because it suggested the glitter and movement of scales.

"You - vare-a stranger's hair…" drooled Cowleigh. “Why do you do this?

"It caught my fancy once, when I was young…"

"A dead voman's hair," mused Cowleigh, her voice unusually clear.

"Yes," I replied, cautiously. "It is nothing."

"So, a dead voman - she is nothing…?" Cowleigh's pale blue eyes, glancing up, flashed me a look that was close to hatred. "She is nothing to you," she said, "but you vare the voman's hair?"

She tapped the bangle again, with her pointed nail. 

"Dis- dis is your big problem, my dear…"

"How so?" I asked, puzzled and more than a little indignant. "I've worn it for years, that particular trinket, and without any trouble…"

"But the dead voman - she has been observing you - picking the moment to make herself known…"

"Oh, this is plain flummery!" I snatched back my hands, out of her grasp; but I still did not rise. Deep down, I knew, I had to hear more; and Cowleigh obliged me.

"You have something dat belongs to the dead voman," said Cowleigh, "and the dead voman wants something back in return. She wants something close to your heart, Mrs Skene."  

A moment's silence lasted like a sermon. Her pale blue eyes with those tiny pupils were searching for me, but I did not know how to respond. At last, Cowleigh said: "Tell me, Mrs Skene, are you so very happy mit your life?"

She knew I was not. Any fool could see I was not. I was 25 already and well on my path to middle age; already I sensed the autumn in my soul. My marriage had aged me. London had aged me, with its squalor and fogs. But there was more, and Cowleigh had perceived there was more.

"Tell me, Mrs Skene, does your lover still enchant you?

"My husband, you mean...? "

Cowleigh sighed. "No, - no Mrs Skene, I did not say husband - I asked you about…I asked you about your lover, did I not?" She swallowed, with apparent difficulty, and then she startled me, - she startled me with her next few words. I was so startled, I actually jumped in my seat and my heartbeat was erratic with foreboding.

"I am sensing a girl," said Cowleigh. She clasped her hands together, as if to pray. "Ah, - thank you, my Golovin! Now I see a young voman, like yourself, with dark red hair, - those dark red waves. Long hair, like a mermaid's hair - yes? Ah, she is undressing now, undressing before me, and she is beautiful, I think. Yes, she is beautiful! And dat voman is your lover!” 

I attempted an impassive stare. "You are mistaken."

"No, I am not," Cowleigh insisted. "And I think you are very fortunate indeed, Mrs Skene, to have a girl like that to varm your vinter nights, - huh? A girl with limbs so very graceful - so graceful and smooth they are! Ah, but I wonder, does your husband know?" 

She wagged a fat finger and smirked in my face. What an impudent piece of baggage she was! But I nodded, despite myself.

"He knows," I said, "and he does not care one jot. His passions are for politics, and the cheap loves he pays for."

"Yes, I hear dat is so" mused Cowleigh, "and he is the less fortunate, for the love you have is freely given, although her station in life is very much below you, I think. She cannot refuse you anything; but what matter is that? Huh? She would never refuse you, even if she could… No, even if she vanted to refuse you…"

I lost my reserve. "Forgive me, Madame Cowleigh, but I really cannot see what all this has to do with my ghost…"

"I was coming to that - be patient, be patient," said Cowleigh, raising an imperious hand. A glint of the usual drool was trickling down her chin. 

"Bear with me, please, Mrs Skene, she murmured, "for the ghost and your servant, and your low spirits... they are part of the same conundrum."     

I frowned at this. "How so, Madame Cowleigh?" I must confess, my curiosity had been provoked. I was unhappy with the drift of the medium's deliberations, it was true, but the accuracy of her visions could not be gainsaid. She was clearly a creature of insight and ability.

"You, first of all," said Cowleigh, briskly, sensing my growing compliance. "I think you are no longer stimulated by your pert little maid with the long red hair, or if you are, the sensual spell is failing - yes - yes? Tell me if I am wrong. Tell me…"

I shook my head, sadly. "She is listless - I mean, in bed, - quite often - you understand?"

"Ah, as I thought," smiled Cowleigh, her words were little more than a low, bubbling gurgle. She licked her lips to remove froth and spittle. I do not think she had any shame, actually. There was more than a hint of hunger, or of appetite, in the way she cleaned her mouth.

"I must speak plainly," said Cowleigh, frowning. "And you must forgive my plain speech, for you see, your maid is listless in your bed because she is giving her sweet little cunny to someone else, night after night. She is giving it, and yet she is not unfaithful, I think.  No, she is not unfaithful, but nonetheless your poor little mermaid is exhausted!"

I rose to my feet. "Madame Cowleigh," I snapped, "your gifts and your wits have abandoned you, for Megan is a lady's maid - and she is my maid, in fact - she is my maid!" I was breathless and upset. 

"Her bedroom adjoins my own. How could she ever dream of taking another? And how could she think to accomplish such a betrayal?"

"Ah," purred Cowleigh, "dream is perhaps the telling word, for she thinks she dreams when she does not, and she thinks she imagines a stranger's tongue, inside that delicious, tight little cunny of hers. But she does not imagine anything, Mrs Skene. Tell me, have you heard of the Incubus?"   

I shook my head. Partly I was stunned by her forthright speech. But she did not seem to notice.

"Let me enlighten you, Mrs Skene. The Incubus is a night demon - a visitant, usually male in appearance but, in fact, of no particular gender, for such is the demon's nature, you understand?"

Cowleigh, noticing the growing disquiet in my eyes, took pains to reassure me then. No doubt she feared I might leave, indignant and hurt. If only I had! That might have changed everything!

"Never worry, Mrs Skene, I do not believe in the Incubus, nor in its apparently female counterpart, the Succubus, for they are not demons but merely human ghosts which wander the shadows, soaked in their lust. Sometimes they yield carnal pleasures and sometimes they take pleasure from their victims, according to their needs. Your lover, Mrs Skene, is being troubled by a Sapphic Incubus, as it were. It is the spirit of a voman who must dominate young girls - huh? - especially if they are pretty girls; and only if they are pretty. How do I know this? My spirit guide, Golovin, has told me so already, - in fact, I know so very, very much…"     

Cowleigh looked to Heaven, or rather to the plaster ceiling, with its cheap ivy swags and moulded cherubim.

"Thank you, my Golovin… I thank you…" 

I shuddered, involuntarily. Cowleigh pretended not to notice, perhaps out of politeness. 

"And this Sapphic Incubus," I said, gathering my composure, "this is the ghost I have been seeing?"

"I believe so; but it has focussed on your servant, not yourself. It does not seek your cunny, I think. But your servant - she is the one full of juice - huh? - full of life - yes? Your servant gives the spirit life. Between her legs, lapping at her - sucking her, probing her, tasting her honey, the ghost feels alive - hah! Your servant is being drained of life, you see? Your servant may love you, Mrs Skene, but when it is time for your pleasure, what can your poor servant offer you - what can she yield to you, when night after night the ghost has been at her, enjoying her, and you are left with the souring dregs?"

Upset, resentful, I blurted out a ridiculous suggestion, as if the order of passion were akin to cards at a ball…

"But what if I alter the order of our routine? What I ring the bell for Megan at, say, 11 o'clock, instead of midnight? Surely the ghost would find her, shall we say, already taken?"

 

Cowleigh sighed. "Yes, dat is possible. But I must advise you, Mrs Skene, do not enrage the hungry ghost. There can be no victory. There can only be a solution."  

 "But who is this wretched spirit?" I whined. "Can't you send her away - with magic or whatnot? I've heard that you could?”

Cowleigh shock her head emphatically, in the manner of a dog with jowls, and flecks of her drool splattered the table. They spotted the scarlet chenille which covered it.

"No-no-no," said Cowleigh. "I do not have a name - she withholds it from my spirit guide, and without a name my power over her will not be quite sufficient. With a name I can pop her in a little box, like so - pah! - together with your unpleasant bangle. But without a name, she has the roaming liberty of the dead."    

"Then it is hopeless…" Even I was surprised by the note of despair in my voice.

"Mrs Skene," said Cowleigh, quietly, "remember dare is always hope. After all, we know so much already about dis voman - yes? We know you wear her hair, as it were - like so, as an ornament - yes? We know she vants the little cunny of your maid, and she is getting her cunny. Now this is progress! Then there is you, Mrs Skene - vat can you say about the ghost, for you have seen her often- yes?"

Cowleigh appeared to be rather excited now. I noticed how, the more breathless she became, the more her foreign accent reasserted itself, with a firework show of little mispronunciations. As you know, Alice, I have never trusted foreigners. But how foreign was Cowleigh, in fact? German, perhaps? Or Dutch? Or did she hail from somewhere else, even more outlandish than Europe? Even worse, I was certain she was enjoying herself, and so I paused before replying. I wanted her help. I desperately needed her help, it was true. But she was a stranger - disturbing in so many ways, and what would be the cost? As yet she had not named her terms, but I guessed even then that the price would be heavy, and more than I could happily pay.

"Mrs Skene," said Cowleigh, tapping the table three times with a pointed nail, "I asked you to describe your ghost. Please indulge me."   

I gathered up my nerves and my doubt. I had to continue; I knew it. "Well, Madame Cowleigh," I said, "if only our house had been blessed with gas lighting, the ghost would not disturb me quite so much; but my husband has a morbid dread of gas - he mistrusts it absolutely, being fearful of explosions, naturally, and so we use candles and oil lamps. It is a house, Madame Cowleigh, of long dark corridors, all panelled in the fashion of the last century. I cannot bear it, for I must use a candle at night, to make my way to bed, or to see to my ablutions. As for my husband, whose strong Scottish nature might steady our girlish imaginations, he is barely at home, you understand? His work for the Government takes him far away and, once he returns to London, he will seek his pleasures by night and will not return until dawn. Our home, then, Mrs Cowleigh, is a dark house of frightened women. I am afraid! Megan is afraid. The housekeeper, Miss Bennett, and my servants are afraid. Some have fled already..."  

Cowleigh wiped her chin. "Please continue, Mrs Skene, you were describing your ghost…" 

While she spoke, I noticed how the room, which only a moment before was full of sunlight, appeared to be gathering shadows. Each corner had its shadows and I sensed that the shadows were listening.

Again, I hesitated. "Well - well, you see, Madame Cowleigh, to describe the ghost is not to convey her full effect. You will say I am in want of nerve, perhaps, for she only afflicts me by lying in wait, like a bugaboo or a boggart. She waits in the shadows - in an alcove, perhaps, or hidden by a bookcase, and then she steps out…"

"I see. Yes, I see that now. Please go on."

"She is only a thin old lady in plain grey attire - jacket and frock, such as a governess might wear. You would say there should be nothing at all frightening about her. But she steps out in front of me - sometimes no more than a pace away, and she turns her head and she glares at me then; but her eyes, Madame Cowleigh, - she has no eyes to speak of. They are not empty sockets. They are pools of darkness! She stares at me and then she disappears - yes, in one moment it is over - but in that moment, I sense implacable spite.... But why should she hate me so, and why does she haunt me?"

Cowleigh scratched an itch at the corner of her mouth and wiped away a little more yellowish drool. "I see," she gurgled, "I see you are not familiar with the proper nature of phantoms, Mrs Skene. Allow me, then, to educate you, just a little. A ghost, you see, is the dream of someone dead; but it is a dream with hunger, with appetite, and it is a dream which can seek us out. It knocks on the door of our reality and our reality may let it in. Yes, we see the dreams of the dead and those dreams become real; they become tangible. They can touch you, Mrs Skene. They can even choke you with their spirit hents - providing they are strong enough - yes? And how, Mrs Skene, may they become so powerful?"

I shook my head, struggling to absorb her frothing words, and being more mindful of the gathering darkness in the parlour, as if the autumn twilight had arrived too soon.

"I shall tell you, Mrs Skene. They feed on us. We are the prey of ghosts - our fears, our confusions, our anger - and especially our passions give them strength. Your ghost appears to drink your terror, for she is hungry. But your terror is small beer to that voman. It helps her, yes; but the cunny of your maid - hah! That sweet little cunny! It must be the font of life itself!"

I was angered once more with the presumptions she took with her language, but I tried not to show my anger, short of raising an eyebrow; and so she went on, with obvious enthusiasm, twitching her shoulders, point after point, as if throwing punches in a prize fight. Jab-jab-jab… She was wearing me down and she knew it. That, I suspect, was her plan.

"If the ghost cannot be stopped, Mrs Skene, then your maid is finished - pah! There can be no hope at all for your maid. A bottle of vine has only so much vine - you take my meaning? A pot of honey has only so much honey - must I elaborate? And you are partly to blame, Mrs Skene, for you allowed your spirits to fall. Your spirits fell and the walls came down, between this vorld and the next vorld. This dead voman, - pah! She does not fear you, Mrs Skene. She has dreamed of you, often. She has dreamed of revenge and she has waited. She has waited with the infinite patience of the dead, and now you are in her dream, it seems, and she is in your world, Mrs Skene, and she is in your lover's bed…." 

My eyes were swimming. I found I could barely swallow, because of the ball of fear in my throat. I was gabbling...

"But tell me, why does she hate me so much, Madame Cowleigh? I have a bracelet made from her hair, and that is all. Truly, I mean no disrespect... I would never endanger Megan. She is all I have, you see? Without her, I would be lonely. There is no one else, you understand? I did not choose my husband, Madame Cowleigh. Perhaps you have guessed so much? My family chose my husband. I cannot speak sagely of grouse moors, or of politics. My husband and I share nothing in common, actually, - nothing; and I have grown afraid of being intimate - intimate with him, you understand? So, Megan must be saved. She must be saved! Tell me you can save her!”

Cowleigh reached over and patted my arm, reassuringly. "Mrs Skene," she whispered, - in a whisper that was almost a hiss. "If you do as I say - exactly as I say, and only as I say, then she may be saved, and your love vill be saved. If not…"

I was adamant now. "We must do what we must, Madame Cowleigh. You have my assurance."

"Good," said Cowleigh, smiling. "Dat is good."

I agreed to a séance, but it would not be there and not then. Cowleigh explained that Winnie was also a most powerful medium, and yet it would take a combined effort to defeat my ghost - to discover her name, to shrink her down and confine her in a box, or perhaps even a bottle. First of all, both women would have to fast, perhaps for one week, - perhaps even for one full month.

"You fast, - really?" I asked, and Cowleigh scowled. She must have sensed my incredulity, for neither she nor Winnie were safe bets for a gallop. 

"We fast," said Cowleigh, firmly, and surprisingly she wagged a warning finger. But perhaps there was a ghost of a smile, a good-natured twitch at one corner of her mouth; and while her finger was wagging at me, the shadows which had gathered all around us, filling the room, were shrinking back. At last, there was only a rich autumnal sunlight, even in the dusty corners.

"Are you hungry, Mrs Skene?" she asked, warmly. "Forgive me - I do beg your pardon. I fear with all dis talk of ghosts - yes? - I had quite forsaken your bodily needs." 

She clapped her pudgy hands, the door opened slowly, and in rolled a beaming Winnie. She was supporting a large silver tray with a carafe of cut crystal, containing lime cordial. There were also three sherry glasses, and a silver bowl with a selection of glacé fruits. 

"A little refreshment," said Cowleigh, beaming.

Winnie set the tray down on the table, before us, then she rolled to the corner for the other chair. Once she had dragged it to a spot at Cowleigh's side, she plonked herself down beside her, while wheezing and perspiring.

"Poor Winnie," sighed Cowleigh, sympathetically. “The doctors say she is ill-nourished.” 

Winnie spread out her massive hands, across the table, in the manner of a workman at the bar. Cowleigh reached over and laid her right hand upon Winnie's left paw. 

While they studied each other, like love-struck teenagers receiving an angel's blessing, I realised how similar the two women were, despite their obvious physical differences. Winnie, of course, was Momma Africa. She was as grand in presence as the continent which gave her birth; immense in her promise and possibilities. She was exotic fruit, rotund like an apricot, and twice as ripe. But ripe fruit can be poisonous, I knew it. There was something unhealthy about Winnie, and it was not only her undisputable fleshiness which added the bitter juice to the sweet. Winnie was as grand as any monument, but inside there were biting spiders and corruption. That much I could sense. She should have worn a diadem of gold or a necklace of the rarest shells and pearls. She might have won an empire with a single glance. But her armies would have marched to a cruel, relentless drum. I could sense this cruelty in Cowleigh also. Two conquerors had met at one of life's little crossroads, and they signed their treaty with mutual love and mutual understanding. They dressed alike, simply, as if they were twins. Each woman wore a plain grey smock and an outlandish white shawl, embroidered with ugly flowers and a poor attempt at ivy. The dominant threads were red and green, but they were garish colours, such as one might see on a child’s doll. What manner of dress was this? Middle European or further - Eastern European, perhaps? I had little doubt that Winnie had adopted the national costume of Madame Cowleigh, thus forsaking her own; but where was Cowleigh's homeland? The more I pondered this, the more I had the peculiar intuition that Cowleigh was a wanderer, an exile, and that time had closed its door on any possibility of return. The same was true for Winnie; I felt it in my bones. If once she had ruled as a queen, now she had been forgotten, for Africa was buzzing with other names and different tales of conquest or disaster. Facing the two women, I had the feeling that I was sitting down with history, and it was not, I reflect, a pleasant experience.

Winnie lifted the carafe with a grunt and poured out three glasses of lime cordial. Madame Cowleigh gestured towards the glacé fruits and encouraged me to eat. But I did not wish to eat in their presence and, although thirst by now was constricting my throat, I did not wish to drink. However, neither Cowleigh nor Winnie noticed my reticence as their fat, stubby fingers competed side by side for the sugary fruits. I was reminded then - most unpleasantly and most forcibly - of slugs upon September plums - those white slugs and those brown slugs, overfed and ever creeping in their corpulence. Winnie's mouth was mashing in time with Cowleigh's mouth and both women were drooling saliva with fragments of the glacé fruits… ripped fragments, bright and glistening. They gulped and belched as my stomach turned, for never had I seen such naked appetites on display. Indeed, they possessed no manners at all and I could not help but notice Cowleigh's sly glances towards me, as if to enquire, "Are you enjoying our performance, Mrs Skene?"

At last, the ordeal was over as the two women - having first wiped their lips on their sleeves, stretched back in their chairs, sipping lime cordial.

"Quite a treat," sighed Madame Cowleigh, and Winnie nodded and grunted in agreement.

I was naturally eager to leave and decided to resume control, which befitted my place in Society. After all, I required their help as a Duke may need a plumber, but everyone must know their place, and that includes the plumber. Madame Cowleigh, it was clear, needed a little reminder as to who was in charge.

"You have assisted me already, Madame Cowleigh," I said, "and now you must be recompensed for your troubles. Shall I send a servant for the bill, or shall I settle it now, with coin?"

Winnie gasped, her eyeballs white and rolling, and Cowleigh leaned forwards and set her glass down with a neat, effective thump.

"You insult me, Mrs Skene," she drooled. "Have I - have I mentioned money? You - you can see how ve live - do you think ve need your money?"

I reflected to myself that I had barely witnessed the opulence of Cleopatra, and yet I kept my counsel and replied, meekly: "No, - no of course not, Madame Cowleigh - forgive me - I did not think."

"Yah, - you did not think," said Cowleigh. She reached over - no doubt to intimidate me – and she tapped me three times on the top of my head, with a podgy index finger. Her nail was sharp and I flinched.

I should have been outraged, of course; but those three taps reduced me to a stupor and an inexplicable sadness. I bowed my head and shook my head. I closed my eyes and scrunched them up tightly, to hold back tears. But I did not know the meaning of my tears.

 Cowleigh cried, triumphantly: "Feel - feel her pain, my Golvin!" 

I had the disturbing intimation of an evil spell. How else to explain what occurred when Cowleigh spat on her hand - pah! - and insisted I shake that hand, for what she called, the settling of the pact? Yes, I shook her clammy paw without hesitation, still sad and still weeping, and I did not shrink from the warm slime which coated her palm. It did not concern me. All I could focus on were Cowleigh's enormous eyes - her pale blue eyes with those tiny pupils. She held me in thrall.

"Now, Mrs Skene, listen carefully", she said. "I shall bottle your terrible ghost, as a special favour to you; but in return you shall owe me a very great favour. Do you understand me? Can you agree to this?"

Winnie was smirking at me, but I nodded.

"Gut!"  said Cowleigh, briskly. "A favour shall be your payment to me. I have no need of money, Mrs Skene - I vant - I vant instead, Mrs Skene, your gratitude, and your compliance. Is that in order, Mrs Skene?"

I reflected that she used my married name somewhat aggressively, as if it were a weapon to be deployed against me; but again, I nodded, still sobbing convulsively, while wiping away those mysterious tears.    

"What do you want from me, Madame Cowleigh?" I murmured.

I saw Winnie smirk once more and she licked her lips suggestively. But Cowleigh said: "For now, I vant nothing from you, Mrs Skene - so relax - yes - do not distress your pretty little head."

She reached over and swept a lock from my forehead, tenderly, much as a lover might do.

"But what….? Tell me," I muttered, still in my trance.

"When the time is right, you will know perfectly well what I vant," said Cowleigh, smiling. "I will ask and you will give, Mrs Skene, - without hesitation. But for the moment, I think it is time for you to go - so you must go. Yes, - be off with you now, for I weary of your company."

Winnie sniggered and pointed to the door. To my own great surprise, and while indignation bellowed through my being, I rose to my feet and spoke not a word.

To their disgrace and mine, I had to find my own way out. I was still sobbing and shuddering as I shut the front door behind me. What kind of world was this, where someone like Cowleigh could prosper and where manners and common decency were easily set aside? How could such a being as Cowleigh exist in a London of reliable gas lamps and handsome cabs, and locomotive engines that travel through tunnels, beneath our very feet? Cowleigh was the opposite of all this, that is, if Cowleigh was not a charlatan. She conversed with spirits like a magus of old and the spirits gave her knowledge and power. It was not the kind of knowledge to create an electric spark or to make a balloon ascend beyond the clouds. Such things belong to our scientific age of measurements and provable facts. In such an era, Cowleigh was a heretic, for Cowleigh dealt in magic of a kind, and magic is never measured. Yes, the woman had found her way to largest, most modern metropolis in existence, from goodness knows where. Perhaps she had walked out from the wildest forest in the world, a forest of endless trees, column after column of tall trees. Yes, she had walked out from that definitive and immoral darkness. But now she was bringing that darkness to London, as if our Capital needed further darkness!

I shuddered at the thought and wiped my eyes. Evening was settling in quickly, with mist among the London planes. The bark in the twilight was leprous and corrupt. Leaves were falling in a light breeze, covering the road with drifts of yellow hands. Curtains and blinds were shutting out the gloom and, in countless ordinary rooms, candles and lamps were being lit by people I would never meet. 

I felt alone. I was also frightened. So, where was the wretched cab I had commissioned? I had ordered the man to wait. But of course, he had left in search of another fare, in-between his duties to me! The poor are never to be trusted. They hate us. They loathe us, for the wren is superior to the worm. 

These were the uncharitable thoughts which passed through my mind. I was praying for his stupid nag to throw a shoe, or even to break a leg in two places when - merciful heavens! - I heard the unmistakable clip-clip-clop and the rumble of wheels over gravel. A horse and cab turned one corner, from another indistinct little street. With relief, even gratitude, I saw it was the cabbie I had secured. I recognised his lean silhouette, his long coat, and his Derby hat, against an amber sky. The cab's great circular lamps, one either side of his lofty perch, were as steady as the glow of salvation. 

The cabbie was a talking shadow. I could discern no features. 

I'm sorry, Ma'am," he explained. "Feathers 'ere got restless, so I gave him a trot around the block."

"I see," I replied, coldly. However, I decided to engage with him a little, for all that. In truth, I was thankful for ordinary conversation.

 "Why Feathers?" I asked, while mounting the iron step into the cab. I settled back and closed the little low doors with a sigh.

The cabbie replied cheerfully, shouting from his lofty position - 

"Why Feathers, you asked? Oh, you see, Ma'am, I bought him off the funeral directors. He's as black as coal is Feathers, and he looked magnificent in his plumes - you know, those dyed ostrich feathers that they wear? But drawing all of them coffins made him sad, you understand? He developed what yer might call a melancholy turn of mind. He needed a change, Ma'am and so he's with me - aren't you, Feathers?"

Henceforth I decided to travel back in silence, not that a journey by cab is ever quiet. One can barely hear the hoof beats above the grinding tumult of the wheels.

Jolted and jolted by the state of the beastly streets, I plucked at the buttoned seats while a cold breeze brought in scents of rotting leaves. I breathed in greedily those doses of decay, for they were of the ordinary world and the fear of Cowleigh was leaving me already. I wanted the world I understood to return to me with its manifold imperfections. After all, what a ridiculous pair they were - Cowleigh and Winnie. How vulgar their manners and how bogus their beliefs, - surely? I had witnessed a performance, a well-practised performance, and no more than that. I was certain of it, for the world is full of tricksters. I could not guess the motives behind Cowleigh's pantomime antics, but I would not be drawn in any further. She had made her play, for whatever cause, and she had failed in this; for just as one may leave a music hall and - having been entertained royally enough - one might still feel contempt for the entertainers, so I was free to put Cowleigh down to experience. I had offered the women coin and she had spurned my offer with rudeness. What need was there to see her again? Oh, how that that thought was warmth to my spirit! I wiggled on my cushion and, with a smile and a shrug of relief, my mind moved on, easily enough, far away from Madame Cowleigh and Wheezing Winnie.

As for my ghost, which was real enough - I could always seek out the assistance of the clergy: the sort of priest the Paddies love to bother. The Papists, I realised, were particularly effective with smells and bells and mumbo jumbo. Unlike our mumbling Anglicans, the Catholics actually believe in an afterlife, or at least they manage to most Sundays. This was, after all, a matter of horses for courses. I had to find the right man for the job. In short, I needed to engage with someone who could wear a dog collar with a modicum of conviction. 

Thus, as the cab rumbled on towards Bloomsbury, through mist and gaslight, I consoled myself that nothing had really changed in my world. But, in this, I was greatly mistaken.

A LITTLE TIFF WITH MEGAN

 

That night, my sleep was restless. I awoke to the sound of wolves howling from their cages, at The Regent's Park. This was odd, for I had stirred from a dream of howling wolves, and of Cowleigh. The wolves which sprinted through my sleep were creatures of the snow, not of pens and enclosures. While they paused on a high ridge to howl, above a vista of snow plains and conifers, their cries were wild and unrestrained, and Cowleigh was with them. Her dumpy little back was facing me, but I recognised her podgy figure; her hair tied back with a little black bow; her cheap grey smock and ugly foreign shawl. Cowleigh was tilting back her head to howl. The wolves were sitting beside her, on that escarpment, as if they were her acolytes. Above them was a fat winter moon in a clear blue sky, without a solitary cloud, or a single bird. I imagined Cowleigh’s great tongue, with its sharp purple scars and incredible length. I pictured it vibrating in the air. I was certain that her mouth was wide open, straining to be cavernous, while her prodigious tongue was flickering and conducting the general clamour. Cowleigh and her wolves were claiming dominion over the wilderness with their persistent howling. It was, all told, a dominating sound.

By contrast, The Regent's Park wolves were captives, all begging for release. They complained to human ears; but we would never truly hear them. I myself chose to ignore their sadness and distracted myself by reaching for the little silver hand bell, which I always kept on my bedside table. It was there to summon Megan. She would assist me to get dressed. She was not of much use for anything else, for she had ignored my midnight bell while I felt the carnal need for her body and her company. Risking a chill, I had even left my bed to try her door. The door, however, was bolted from the inside. There was absolute silence, but I could not help but wonder if the phantom was with her, or whether Megan was lying there, exhausted, having been filled and probed by a spirit's impudent tongue. I realise this is insanity, but not once did I think to disbelieve Cowleigh on this matter. Cowleigh had described how Megan was being pleasured by a ghost and I accepted her intelligence. It all made perfect sense. But I was the loser in this. I had lost Megan's vitality and compliance. I felt angry, humiliated and betrayed; and those feelings were only intensified when, at some ungodly hour, I heard Megan cry out in her sleep. But whether from pain or ecstasy, I cannot say.

Come the morning, having rung the little bell again - this time for more humdrum services, I sat on the edge of the bed, in the chill November air and the gloom of my still-shuttered room, and I reflected on how, once more, I was thinking of my maid by a quite different name. For years she had been Megan to me, and I could not imagine life without her. She had learned to mimic the manners and qualities which were mine from birth. She had become a puppet of myself as a consequence. I had been certain that we would grow old together, content in one another's company. Now I was thinking of her once more as Little Red. It was the nickname I invented for her while in Oxford, when she was no more than a silly little girl from the North Country, with clogs and dirty feet. But she did have most ravishing dark red hair, of a colour I had never seen before, and I confess that I used my position to seduce her. I could not help but wonder, would a girl like that be freckled and smooth all over? She was, of course; and I grew to relish my dominion over another human being. She could refuse me nothing, even while she wept and complained, and even while my fingers, at last, could probe her moist and pliant cannula. I would push in deep with an almost contemptuous force; my two rigid fingers, side by side. My thumb, when rolling around her hooded secret, would cause it to harden and throb. I swear I could accurately count her heady pulse, whenever I pressed too firmly on the risen pearl. I wanted to please her, naturally enough, but I wanted to hurt her too, if only because I could. 

Yes, at first, she was only Little Red to me. I did not care what she called herself. I never called her Megan in those days and I never enquired if the alarming spasms, which sometimes convulsed her smooth little body, were caused by pain or the rarer and delightful release which only women know. Man's pleasure, after all, is sudden and brief by comparison, for men are disappointing and limited creatures. However, women are often the more compliant beings, while confronted by a stronger will. I realise now that I merely invented Megan, if only because she moulded herself so absolutely to my needs. In doing so she lost herself utterly. Somewhere, beneath the trappings of gentility which I provided, there lurked - I have no doubt - the scrubby little northern lass who would show her penny to anyone for a sixpence. Yes, I made her my confidant, by and by. But she had little to say in return. I made her my lover, but she would have loved anyone who took the time and trouble to clothe and feed her idle body. 
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