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It is said that all religions have in common a creation story. That they give meaning to the world by explaining how it came to be. But I am of the opinion that religion’s defining feature is the apocalypse story, the account of how the world will end. For a universe that continues on eternally, adding ever more souls to creation, diminishes the worth of every soul. And so religions provide meaning by providing an end. They fix themselves to a future inferno, and from it build back the scaffold of their belief into the past.


And so too it is with artists, who see a vision of some future object, reach into the darkness of time yet to come, and pull it back into the present, making their vision a reality in a creative process that likewise runs against the flow of time.


It is on these matters that I dwell as I sit here, an old man, and embark on telling my story, wondering if it too runs against time. For though I am reaching into the past to recount events long since over, I am also that younger man of decades ago, reaching into the future through these words, pulling himself from the rubble of a dead century, into the light of another.


It makes it hard to know where to start this strange tale of mine. For not only does the story run both ways, it does so because its thread is tied to itself; the beginning and the end are one.


But if there is a knot that marks the join, it’s the day I first received the news that was to set in motion all the horror that followed.


It happened thus:


On a chill, foggy morning in the summer of 1899, I received a note from my agent, Douglas Carmichael, to meet him at the art market on Piccadilly on a matter of great importance. It was an unusual request, for in all the years Douglas had represented me, he had never sent me such an urgent note.


I left my rooms and made my way down the Whitechapel Road, where I caught an omnibus into the West End. The fog had clasped the streets in an oily embrace, reducing visibility to an arm’s length. Heedful of the conditions, the driver kept the horses moving at a four-beat gait, until suddenly shouts arose from outside the carriage and the ’bus came to a juddering halt.


‘We might be some time, sirs,’ shouted the driver from up above.


I looked around at my fellow passengers – a group of sombre businessmen – and we all descended to see what the holdup was. An accident. Strewn across the great intersection of Shaftesbury Avenue and Piccadilly Circus were the remains of two carriages that had collided head on, and were now mangled into a single monstrous heap of metal, wood and flesh. It looked as though a much larger, four-horse brougham had pummelled a one-horse Victoria into the cobbles, before toppling over onto its side.


Further on, through the cauldron of mists, I could make out a clutch of policemen directing traffic. They had set their bullseye lamps along the roadway, but the light cut feebly through the fog.


I heard a sound and realised the Victoria’s horse was still alive, its hind legs trapped in the wreckage, too weak and injured to free itself. If I was feeling low already, the sight of this poor animal plunged me further into the abyss.


Just then a policeman approached through the gloom with a revolver in hand. He walked carefully towards the horse, traversing the black grease that had been deposited onto the road surface by the fog, and had certainly played a part in the accident.


When he reached the horse, he lifted the gun to its head. In the moment before he fired, I thought I saw a look of fearful resignation in the horse’s eyes. Then a loud report shattered the morning quiet and the back of the horse’s head opened up and showered the street with gore. The poor beast collapsed into the debris, and the bonfire scent of cordite drifted into the air. The policeman kept the gun raised, blood dripping off the muzzle, speckling his sleeve. Then he lowered his arm and trudged mournfully back into the mist.


I turned and saw that the other ’bus passengers were staring at the scene with the same horror and depression of spirits I felt in my own breast. One of them looked at me and muttered something in what I guessed was Hebrew, for he had mistaken me for a fellow Jew. I am often confused for one; my father was an Englishman, my mother Chinese, leaving me with dark features of an indeterminately foreign character that throughout my life people of various races have assumed to be their own. I smiled at the man and shrugged. He nodded, seeming to understand his error. Then he and his companions turned and headed in the direction of St James’s.


I looked once more at the dead horse, then feeling queasy and faint, ventured off towards Piccadilly in search of food, for I had not eaten that morning, or much of the previous day. When I reached the other side of the Circus, I went into the ABC and ordered tea and buttered toast and took a seat by the window. As I ate, I watched the sun rise above the rooftops, dissolving the fog, revealing the full width of the great thoroughfare of Piccadilly, which, as time passed, filled with people in their Sunday best.


I downed the dregs of my tea and left for the art market, passing by the Criterion and its electric light display, the statue of Anteros, the entrances to the Underground station. Despite the weather and the early hour, there were a few Mary-Anns loitering about the railings near Swan & Edgar’s, lilies in hand, enticing other like-minded men to the public conveniences and back streets beyond.


Eventually I arrived at the park and the art market, which was filled with crowds. I cast my eye over the works for sale and could find nothing that chimed with my own art, a discovery which produced the usual mix of feelings. The stalls brimmed with Bible scenes, Shakespeare scenes, postcard views of Britain’s stately homes, an avalanche of Pre-Raphaelite derivatives. All were still in vogue at the time. While France forged ahead with Impressionism, neo-Impressionism, and Symbolism, the English still lingered over high Victorian art. A backward-looking art, insular, moralising, sickly. It put us a quarter of a century behind the rest of the Continent, as we always were when it came to such matters.


I stepped past two men in silk top hats bartering with an artist over a charcoal sketch of Beckford’s Folly and in the distance I spotted a tall, portly man standing by a watercolourist’s stall.


‘Douglas!’ I shouted, raising a hand.


He looked up, grinned and headed in my direction.


‘Sam,’ he boomed. ‘How are you, dear boy?’


‘Well,’ I replied, heaving a smile onto my face.


We shook hands and looked each other over.


Douglas Carmichael had been my man since just after I’d left the Slade. A dilettante gallery owner and artists’ agent, he’d managed my career and supported me through all my years of scandal and failure, when galleries had refused to show my paintings, and I couldn’t even find work as an illustrator.


He was attired that morning in a magenta necktie and an ulster overcoat in a herringbone stitch. In his hand was his trademark walking cane topped with an ivory skull. It was heartening to see my friend still dressed how he wanted. Such was the insulation provided by great wealth and a well-established wife. While the rest of the aesthetic art movement had fallen ever further into poverty and destitution – myself included – to Carmichael it was as if the last four years had never happened. He continued to buy his silks from Liberty, his wool from Jaeger, his furniture from Whiteley’s; he dined at Kettner’s and the Café de l’Europe; he covered his walls with ukiyo-e prints, Whistlers and Beardsleys. After all the calamity that had befallen us, he was still the epitome of an aesthete.


‘Shall we get some food?’ he said, looking me over and finding cause for concern.


‘I’ve just eaten. Buttered toast at the Aerated Bread Company tea house,’ I replied, motioning back to the other end of Piccadilly.


‘Well, maybe come with me to lunch later,’ he suggested. ‘I’m meeting Ransome and Markino in Bloomsbury. Pixie’ll be there, too.’


‘Thanks, Douglas, but I have other plans. What did you want to see me about?’


He looked at me with a gleam in his eye.


‘Come, let’s take a stroll through the park,’ he beamed, waving his cane towards the greenery beyond the market. ‘An upturn in your fortunes may be on the horizon.’
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We entered the park and walked along a path that snaked from the art market to the Palace in the distance, which was just visible through the last of the fog.


‘I’ve received a letter from a social secretary in the employ of Mrs Henry Chesterfield,’ Carmichael said. ‘You’ve heard of her?’


I shook my head and Carmichael seemed surprised by my ignorance.


‘She’s the owner of the Chesterfield Gun Company,’ he said. ‘The sole owner. Although the name is misleading for they’re not just an armaments manufacturer. Munitions, poisons, industrial chemicals, agricultural equipment. Probably a dozen other products I’m unaware of.’


‘And what does she want?’


‘Apparently, one of your prints turned up at an auction in Leeds, and from there, somehow, it came to Mrs Chesterfield’s attention and she was much impressed. The secretary requested you call upon her employer. You, my boy, after years of struggle, might well have landed yourself a patron. And one of the richest in the country at that.’


I should have jumped for joy, but the words left me cold, and even in the moment I wondered why. Maybe after so many years of hearing only bad news, my mind could no longer accommodate itself to something good. Like a man who has been beaten for so long he continues to flinch at the touch of a nurse. Or perhaps, even then, I had some premonition of what was to come.


‘Did the letter say why she wants to meet me?’


‘I assumed to arrange the purchase of more of your work.’


‘But she can purchase from a catalogue. Or a portfolio. There’s no need for me to travel up to Leeds.’


‘Perhaps she has a commission in mind.’


I nodded and we fell into silence. As we walked I realised something – Carmichael should have been happy about this news too, but his levity rang hollow. Beneath it he seemed uneasy: there was something he wasn’t telling me.


‘Which print did she see, Douglas? I’m a little surprised that some matriarch living up in the provinces would be interested in my work. You saw what the great British public was buying back there.’ I waved a hand towards the market.


My own art was much darker than anything I had seen that morning. It was gloomy. Gothic. Macabre. I specialised in ‘impossible objects’ – optical illusions that played tricks with form and perspective to depict things on paper that couldn’t possibly exist in reality; staircases that went upwards yet ended below where they’d started; rings whose inner surface somehow looped about to become their outer surface; squares and triangles and other shapes whose geometry I distorted so they likewise defied reality, and thereby befuddled both mind and eye.


These illusions I combined with a dark palette to give my work the hellish tone of a nightmare, taking inspiration from all the past masters of the gruesome in European art: Goya, Bosch, Bruegel, Dürer. Before I fell into disgrace, art critics declared me the Piranesi of London, a modern-day Fuseli. But despite all this praise, and the positive reviews in the Art Magazine, I’d never managed to exhibit at the Royal Academy, let alone the Paris salons. The totality of my impact on the art world was the inclusion of a few prints in a group show at the Grosvenor Gallery. In over ten years of working, I had no patrons, and hardly any buyers, despite Carmichael’s best attempts to promote me.


‘Mrs Chesterfield doesn’t live in Leeds, Sam,’ Carmichael said. ‘She lives on the North York moors. You really haven’t heard the stories, have you?’


‘What stories?’


‘The kind that require a bench.’


We stepped off the path and walked over the spongy, wet grass to a bench. We wiped it clean of dew and sat and looked out over the park once more. On our right was the distant bustle of the art market, on our left was Buckingham Palace. In the park itself people promenaded, dressed in their finery. Gentlemen, families, nannies pushing prams.


‘I know the story because of my wife,’ Carmichael said. ‘She was at finishing school in Geneva with one of the cousins. When the note came she filled me in on the finer points.’


‘Which are?’


‘Let’s start with the generalities. The Chesterfield Gun Company was started decades ago by an Oliver Chesterfield, who had the patent on the mechanism for the original automatically reloading rifle. The company ended up as supplier to the British Army and made its fortune in Afghanistan. During the first Opium War there were rumours of profiteering, of Chesterfield selling the gun to middlemen supplying the enemy. Nothing was proved, of course, but the family assets grew and grew, seemingly without end. As if old Chesterfield had the Midas touch.


‘He was a dyed-in-the-wool bachelor himself, more interested in engineering than starting a family, but he had a soft spot for his nephew, Henry Chesterfield, whom he was grooming to be his heir. Henry was in his early twenties then and had married a Miss Evelyn Baker of Lambeth, daughter of a merchant, in a love match. Miss Baker became the Mrs Henry Chesterfield of today. Two years into their marriage, with the company booming and Henry’s future looking assured, Mrs Chesterfield gave birth to a baby boy, and that’s when the trouble began. Within a few months Oliver Chesterfield died suddenly of a stroke. Keeled over in his withdrawing room in Grosvenor Square and fell through the window onto the railings outside.


‘The company passed into young Henry’s hands, but not long after, he too perished – an explosion at a munitions factory. And so the company, and all its attached fortune, changed hands again, passing to the infant son, who they’d named Oliver in honour of the uncle. But a few months later the baby contracted diphtheria and died as well, God rest his soul. All three owners of the company deceased within a year of each other, leaving Mrs Chesterfield alone and in charge of the company. This was all before the Married Women’s Property Act, of course, but Henry had set up a trust to guard the fortune in the event of his death – one of those legal structures the aristocracy have been using for years to protect family assets from wayward sons-in-law. So Mrs Henry Chesterfield, twenty-two-year-old shop girl from Lambeth, ended up in sole charge of one of the greatest concerns in the empire. All this is of public record. Reported in the newspapers decades ago. What I recount next is based on rumours and on what my wife knows of the affair. It’s from here the story gets stranger.’


‘Stranger still?’


‘Indeed,’ Carmichael replied, smoothing his hands over the top of his cane. ‘Within a few months of being put in charge of the company, Evelyn Chesterfield went mad. I daresay the three sudden bereavements caused an excess of grief. She descended into monomania, went off in search of the au-delà, trying to commune with her dead family. This was during the period when mediums and spiritualists were all the rage. After becoming prey to various charlatans she was introduced to a psychic by the name of Gosterwood, of whom nothing much is known at all. Gosterwood succeeded where all the others had failed and somehow convinced Mrs Chesterfield that he could contact poor dead Henry. During one of the seances, she asked why everyone who’d owned the company had been killed, and Henry’s spirit – or rather, Gosterwood speaking as Henry’s spirit – told her all three of her relatives had been taken by the vengeful ghosts of the soldiers who had been killed by the family’s guns. According to Henry, the whole sorry tragedy had some reason to it – comeuppance for the means by which the family had made its fortune.


‘Mrs Chesterfield asked if she was in any danger too and Henry told her she was. That the spirits of the dead soldiers would be coming after her now that she was in charge of the gun company. But he also said there was something she could do to protect herself. That she would be safe if she moved out of London and began building a family home, the family home the young couple had never had the chance to enjoy while they were alive. But only if construction never ceased. As long as someone was working on extending the house, no spirit could harm her.’


Carmichael raised an eyebrow again and smiled faintly.


‘Why would Gosterwood tell the poor woman such a lie?’ I asked.


‘Perhaps he was as mad as she. Maybe madness attracts madness. Either way she took him at his word. She sold the property she had in London and scoured the country for suitable places to build. At last, she settled on a plot along the Smugglers’ Coast in North Yorkshire, hemmed in by sea-cliffs on one side and moors on the other. She couldn’t have picked a more desolate spot in all England. She hired an architect, a mad Italian refugee who’d fled to London from some dark scandal in Venice, and together with Gosterwood – who had by now inveigled himself into the household – they all decamped to Yorkshire and started building the house. Not long after, Gosterwood disappeared and the Italian architect took his own life, but construction continued without them.


‘That was fifty years ago and the house is still being enlarged. After such a great span of continual construction the place is supposed to be a sprawling mess of a thing. Disjointed, confused – one might even say insane, built as it is in the image of its maker. Doors open onto walls; staircases lead up to ceilings; rooms encase courtyards; courtyards encase rooms; there are dead ends and trapdoors and storeys which are completely inaccessible; flights of stairs go up only to return to their starting point; corridors march on for hundreds of yards only to loop around and likewise return to their beginning. Every two years a new wing is added, so that by now the house is a tumorous thing, tumbling blindly across the moorlands and cliffs, connected by a spider’s web of corridors.


‘Two competing theories have arisen to explain the house’s bizarre form. The first is that it has grown unruly because no proper architect planned its enlargement. The second is that the house is meant to be confusing: so as to befuddle the spirits who are so eager to wreak their revenge on Mrs Chesterfield. She has turned the house into a labyrinth. This second theory is furthered by the fact that old Mrs Chesterfield has filled the house with religious art from around the world. Some of the only outsiders allowed to enter are antiques dealers and curiosities-men. Which is where, Sam, I suppose, you come in.’


He fixed me with a look.


‘Don’t you see? Doesn’t this house remind you of your own art? Your optical tricks and bewildering perspectives? Your “impossible objects” made real? Perhaps this is why she wants to meet you. She wants to fill this confusing house of hers with art that matches its own nature.’


A shiver rattled down my spine. I had been listening to the tale as if to a ghost story around a roaring fire, with a sense of distance. Carmichael’s comment reminded me that I had a connection to the place. That I was expected to go there. My future prosperity depended on it.


‘She wants to buy my art to decorate this . . . madhouse?’ I said. ‘My art is born of an interest in optics and physics, of exploring how the human mind perceives its surroundings. This house is the product of a madwoman being exploited by a charlatan. Of grief-stricken, religious mania.’


‘But whether through an interest in science or an excess of religion, you and Mrs Chesterfield have arrived at the same place.’


I gave him a sharp look. Perhaps too sharp, for he paused, shifted his body, changed tack.


‘Your art is challenging,’ he said. ‘It’s not the kind of thing you can sell in Sunday morning art fairs.’ He nodded at the market in the distance. ‘When someone rich comes along and shows some appreciation of it, you need to grasp the opportunity.’


I sighed. At last a wealthy patron had expressed an interest in my art, but she was afflicted with an insanity of the most pitiful kind.


Carmichael rested his cane against the bench and took from his pocket a cigarette case of finely embellished silver. He offered me a cigarette, took one himself and we shared a match. I inhaled the rich, heady smoke. Turkish tobacco, scented with spice. I looked at the maker’s stamp: Bradley’s of Oxford Street. The pack probably cost more than my weekly rent.


‘There’s more,’ Carmichael said, exhaling smoke. ‘Few people are allowed to visit the house, and those who do, never talk about their experiences. Chesterfield keeps a pack of ravenous solicitors on her payroll, extinguishing any rumours before they see the light of day. No doubt you will be made to sign some contract during your visit which will ensure your silence.’


‘That’s not a problem.’


‘I’m sure, but that’s not what I meant to tell you. I suppose when there is an absence of information, people will make up their own stories.’


‘Such as?’


‘The type you would expect – that the house is haunted. There have been a number of unexplained deaths there. Construction is a dangerous business, of course, and when a building project has been going on for fifty years there are bound to have been a few casualties. But the house being what it is, these deaths have been multiplied by wagging tongues. The other well-worn rumour is that the house drives people mad. As well as the Italian architect there have been numerous other suicides. The rumours say staying in the house too long unhinges people’s minds. That the house is dangerous.’


I stared at my friend.


‘And you believe all this?’ I asked.


He pursed his lips.


‘I don’t believe the house is haunted. But there may be some truth to the idea that the place drives people mad.’


‘A house cannot drive people mad.’


‘Can you be so sure? Doesn’t the environment one lives in affects one’s state of mind?’


‘Of course. But to the point of making one insane?’


‘Imagine, then, living in a desolate location, in a house of strange angles and confusing architecture, decorated by the demonic artwork of a hundred foreign religions. Imagine whilst staying there you are working for a madwoman, on a project equally mad. Could not being surrounded by all this madness cause one to become mad, too?’


I considered his words, and realised his concerns were not as outlandish as they had first seemed.


‘What if she wants you to work on something in the house?’ he continued. ‘A commission that requires you to stay there for an extended period?’


‘Douglas, I believe I am strong enough of mind not to be infected with the morbidity of the architecture, no matter how long I stay there. You said yourself that there is a similarity between my artwork and this house. Perhaps I’ll consider it home.’


‘That’s what I’m worried about.’


I looked at him, not sure if he was serious. Then his solemn countenance was fissured by a smile.


‘So you’ll visit her?’ he asked.


I was unsure of what to do. Even then, before I had ever set eyes on the house, I felt a vague repulsion for the place, a chill fear in my veins, merely from its description.


‘I’ll think about it,’ I replied. ‘How long do I have to decide?’


‘I’ve no idea. But it might be best to strike while the iron is hot. If her interest cools you may lose the opportunity.’


I nodded and we settled into a silence rustled by the wind in the trees, the low murmur of people passing in the distance.


We finished our cigarettes then rose and walked southwards through the park. When we reached Constitution Hill we stopped and looked across to Buckingham Palace. There was no flag flying above it. Queen Victoria was not at home, and hadn’t been for a very long time. Just like Mrs Chesterfield, she too had descended into grief-stricken madness after the death of her husband and was rarely seen in public now. She too had fled north and taken up residence in a palace of shadows.


‘Where would the empire be were it not for rich, old eccentric women?’ Carmichael said, turning to me. ‘I think I’ll catch a cab to Museum Street from here. Are you sure you won’t come for lunch?’


‘No thanks, Douglas.’


‘Very well. Pixie’ll be disappointed.’ He took a moment, then asked softly, ‘How long has it been since Rose died? Seven years?’


‘Our son would have turned eight this past spring.’


‘That’s too long for a man as brilliant as you to be alone.’


I smiled awkwardly and said nothing, hoping my silence would signal that I didn’t want to discuss the topic.


‘Well, maybe your new patron will effect many changes in your life,’ he said.


He raised his hand to a group of jarvies whose cabs were parked along the side of the road. One of them waved back, jumped onto his carriage and manoeuvred it towards us. Carmichael tipped his hat at me and hopped inside.


I watched the cab trundle off then turned again to look at the Palace. Two years earlier I had been standing in a similar spot for the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, helping a cinematographic producer film the event. The Queen had been forced into attending the celebrations by a young Prime Minister in a bid to increase her popularity, and the gambit had worked – crowds flooded the streets, cheering for a monarch who’d been despised just a few years before.


I recalled the old woman, near blind and racked with rheumatism, doing her best to wave at her subjects from an open-topped carriage. She looked close to death even then, and now two years had passed. How long did she have left? Coming so late in her reign, that last pageant seemed like a final flash of beauty, and it reminded me of something Oscar had said once: that society was like the summer, its colours most vibrant just before its end.


Soon the century, and the whole Victorian era, would pass away, and what lay beyond was, of course, unknowable.


Or so I thought at the time.
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I sat by the window on a District Line train and watched the darkness streak backwards through the tunnel, mulling over Carmichael’s news, Mrs Chesterfield’s mad threnody of a house. Even then, before I had ever met her, she seemed like a figure from history, a crazed pharaoh or Caesar or Morgana Le Fay. The English countryside was littered with the architectural follies of aristocrats and parvenus alike – Fonthill Abbey, Cragside, Akroydon and Saltaire. But even compared to these, Mrs Chesterfield’s house seemed the most complete testament to a disordered mind. I wondered if it really did resemble my own art, and what that said for my own sanity.


I lit a cigarette and turned my gaze to the interior of the carriage, its wooden panels strewn with advertisements for Pears Soap, Nestlé Milk, Slazenger Tennis Rackets, Smith’s Sparkling Champagne Kola. I wondered how much the illustrators who designed them had been paid. Then I thought of how I would spend the following week, trudging around editors’ offices looking for similar work, handing over my portfolio to some secretary, before sitting down for the long wait in reception. Then the secretary returning with the inevitable shake of the head.


On to the next advertiser, magazine, illustrated newspaper, lithograph firm. And so it would be on into the future, competing each year with the ever greater horde of art graduates being churned out by the Slade, Saint Martin’s, the Goldsmiths’ Institute, South-Western Polytechnic. None of them tainted as I was. None of them associated with the now disgraced aesthetic art movement.


My mind jumped back to those dark days when it had all collapsed. At the head of the movement had been Oscar, our most prominent member, his name known across the Continent and in America, too: Oscar Wilde. But then he was sent to prison and everything changed. In the immediate aftermath of his conviction, crowds gathered outside the offices of the magazine we used to publish and they rioted, stoning the building. When Oscar’s belongings came up for auction, a mob ransacked his house. For weeks afterwards, the National Observer and Punch and the Daily Mail all crowed in editorials and cartoons about our end.


Oscar’s conviction not only destroyed the aesthetic art movement, it also led to anyone associated with him becoming unemployable. Many of us had to flee to Europe. In my case, lacking the funds for such an escape, I stayed on in London, where the illustration work for magazines and advertisers quickly dried up, and I was reduced to painting sets for the theatres on Drury Lane, and then for the producers of cinematographic reels who were springing up all over Soho. Time-consuming, joyless work that earned me so little I often had to choose between paying for my board, my food, or the coal to heat my room.


I closed my eyes and struggled not to let such musings seep through the mode of my being, focusing instead on the metallic rattling of the train as it charged through the perfect fit of its tunnel.


I got off at Whitechapel, and walked the rough-paven streets to my lodgings, passing by the slum’s rude grotesquerie of old-clothes stores, pawnbrokers, pubs, off-licences, tripe shops, cloggers. Outside the Church of England mission, prostitutes and destitutes were queueing up for a bowl of soup. On a corner, a gang of young men had taken a break from battling the area’s other gangs and were arguing with each other over the trading of Guinea Gold cigarette cards. I nodded at a few of the boys I recognised and they nodded back without taking the risk of smiling at me.


Less than an hour earlier I’d been outside Buckingham Palace, the centre of an empire that took in nearly a quarter of the world’s population. And here, just a short Tube ride away, I was in a slum as poor as the shanty towns of Cairo, Lagos, Bombay, or any of the other despairing cities in the Queen’s domain. There was a reason the London Missionary Society sent their trainees to Whitechapel to get them used to the poverty and filth they’d soon experience overseas.


I skirted a ganglion of railway lines and approached my lodgings, passing by an ageing lemonade man. He’d put down his dispensing can and stack of cups, laid his sign against a wall, and now he sat on the kerb, surveying the street, sipping from a brown bottle of Beecham’s cough syrup.


I scraped the mud from my shoes, unlocked the front door and stepped inside. As I trotted up the stairs, my landlady hobbled into the hallway.


‘Welcome home, Mr Etherstone.’


‘Mrs Tiverton.’


‘A friend of yours came to visit while you were out. I showed him to your room.’


I frowned. I had few friends and they rarely visited.


‘I see,’ I replied. ‘Thank you.’


‘Shall I brew you some tea?’


‘Perhaps. I’ll call down if we require some.’


I rushed up the stairs and opened the door to see John Fitzpatrick sitting uneasily on my bed. An obese Scotsman, Fitzpatrick was a producer of cinematographic reels, the same producer I’d helped film the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee.


‘Sam, my boy!’ he boomed, a grin on his face.


It was then I noticed there was a large leather case by his feet, the type he used to transport his cinematographic cameras.


‘Fitzpatrick,’ I said wearily. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


He waved away the suggestion and took a hip-flask from his inside pocket.


‘The sun is over the yardarm,’ he said, holding the flask in the air.


I went to the sideboard, found a pair of glasses and wiped them clean. He poured us both drams of whisky and I sat on the chair by the wardrobe.


‘How did the editing of the South African reel go?’ I asked.


I’d last seen him three weeks previously, when he’d been filming on Hampstead Heath. He’d bought some reels of Boer warriors from South Africa to distribute around the country, but the canisters had been damaged by seawater on the ship back to Liverpool. The middle sections were lost so he decided to fill in the gaps by dressing up some vagrants to look like African irregulars then filming them charging up and down Parliament Hill like the Grand Old Duke of York’s ten thousand men.


In the handful of years since the cinematographic camera had been invented, most film producers had been ‘embellishing’ their news film reels in such a manner. Like many of the men who’d rushed into the nascent industry, Fitzpatrick had a carnival background; journalistic ethics were hardly his concern. Especially when the rewards for a popular reel could be so large – the most successful were duplicated and passed along ragged distribution chains that generated royalties from all over the world. Yet almost a month on from the shoot on Hampstead Heath, Fitzpatrick still hadn’t paid me.


‘Grand, grand,’ he replied. ‘We filled in the missing segments. It’s not something I enjoy doing but war reels do good business. People want to catch a glimpse of the enemy, now more than ever.’


‘Why?’


‘Do you not read the newspapers, lad? We’re going to war. It’s only a matter of time.’


I nodded. There was always a war brewing, because there was always the empire, which was really nothing more than a machine in which bullets were shovelled in at one end, and gold coins spat out at the other.


‘Newspapers are a luxury I can sorely afford,’ I said.


‘You should read them regardless, boy. Regardless. A society without a well-informed citizenry is at risk indeed.’


I thought of how well he was informing the citizenry with his faked news film reels, the bedraggled phantom of an enemy he’d cobbled together from the gin-soaked vagrants of Kentish Town.


‘All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing,’ I conceded, quoting Burke, or possibly Mill.


He grunted his approval. I took a sip of the whisky, rich with peat and smoke, warming my chest.


‘A war,’ Fitzpatrick said. ‘And for the first time, cinematographers will be there to document it.’


He was close to gleeful, and I almost understood his excitement. Film could capture the present. With the twirl of a projector, there was the world, immediate but mediated, filled with light and movement. What better subject for it than war?


‘What is it you wanted to see me about?’ I asked.


‘Here,’ he said, rummaging around in his pockets. He produced a few coins and handed them over. My missing back pay. Now I knew for certain he was after something.


‘You came all the way to Whitechapel to give me my wages?’


‘Not just that, lad. You are a suspicious one. I came to make you an offer of work.’


‘Again, not something you’ve ever travelled here to do.’


‘It’s lucrative work, lad. Something a little different.’


I said nothing. Clearly he was embarrassed by whatever it was he’d come here to ask, and after being so mistreated by the man over the years, I was happy to let him stew in his awkwardness.


‘Well, the thing is, lad, I learned of the commission you received today.’


‘I received no commission.’


‘Well, if not a commission, then you’ve at least piqued the interest of a certain Mrs Chesterfield?’


He raised his eyebrows and smiled mischievously. How could he possibly have found out so soon? Did he know someone in Carmichael’s gallery, perhaps? My eyes darted to the cinematographic camera at his feet, and the reason for his visit became clear.


‘One hears things,’ he said.


‘And?’


‘Well, there’s millions around the world who would pay good money to see inside that house, lad. The strangest house in all England. Perhaps in all the world.’


‘Are you thinking of arranging tours?’


‘Damn it, I want you to film it! Take the camera with you and film it. The reel would be worth its weight in gold.’


‘And how much of that gold would I see?’


‘Half,’ he said. ‘Fifty-fifty. Straight down the middle.’


I nodded, but there was no way he could be trusted. He would be the one receiving the payments from all the distributors around the world, declaring the revenues, inflating his expenses. Fifty-fifty in Fitzpatrick’s language probably meant something closer to ninety-ten. If that.


‘And what of Mrs Chesterfield’s lawyers?’ I asked. ‘I hear she hires them by the dozen.’


Fitzpatrick waved his hand through the air.


‘The reels will be all over the world before she has the chance to shut us down,’ he said. ‘And as for damages – accounting, lad. We’ll set up a separate company to receive the payments and make it look like we made a loss. She’ll not see a penny.’


The same dubious accounting that would see my share of the profits reduced to nothing.


‘You know how the camera works,’ he continued. ‘You’ve used it before. Take it with you, film the house, and we’ll both be rich.’


‘But I’m still not sure if I’ll visit her.’


‘What’s there not to be sure about? You’re hardly in a position to be turning down offers like this.’


‘Beggars can’t be choosers?’


‘Exactly.’


He spoke before he’d had a chance to realise what he was saying, and when he did realise, a look of embarrassment crossed his features.


‘I meant—’


‘I know what you meant,’ I smiled.


We settled into an uncomfortable silence. I sipped my whisky and listened to the sounds of the slum seeping in: the rumble of a distant train, the lemonade man shouting his wares, the mournful lowing of cows left in a railway siding, their journey to their slaughter in an East End abattoir arrested for a few short hours.


Fitzpatrick turned to me and grinned.


‘I say, you’re not afraid of ghosts, are you? Is that why you won’t go?’ He boomed out a laugh.


‘Nothing like that.’


‘What then?’


‘I feel the work might be immoral.’


He gave me a confused look.


‘The woman is mad,’ I explained. ‘She’s surrounded by people exploiting her madness for their own gain. I might not want to become yet another green-eyed courtier at her insane Versailles.’


‘Is it not a little arrogant of you to make yourself the judge of her madness?’ he said. ‘If I wanted to pay someone for some work, and that person told me I was too mad to make the request, I might feel insulted. Sorely so. I might feel the person insulting me was pompous, arrogant, self-righteous.’


He raised his eyebrows and downed the last of his whisky. I was loath to admit he had a point.


‘If the reel does well,’ he said, ‘perhaps we could make more of them. Of all the grand houses in England. It’s an apt subject for the camera. Cinema is an art of movement and space; so too is architecture.’ He paused to mull over his own words, which displayed a sensitivity that I had rarely seen in the man. ‘So, what will you do? I can’t leave the camera with you if you’re not intending to go.’


‘I’ll think about it,’ I replied. ‘If I decide not to go, I’ll drop the camera off in Dean Street.’


This seemed to satisfy him, so we drank another quick dram, then he gathered up his things. As he was heading out of the door, he turned to me.


‘You’d be a fool not to go, Sam. Even if you decide not to work for her, film the house and you’ll make a pretty packet on your return.’


When he had gone I lay down on the bed. The day had waned on and I had eaten nothing since my buttered toast that morning in the ABC. I looked around the room: the ancient wardrobe, the stained yellow wallpaper, the scuffed floor. It really was a hovel. I thanked God that Rose was not around to see me in such diminished surroundings.
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Three days later I made my way to King’s Cross station. As per the telegram I’d received from Carmichael, I crossed the vast concourse to a W. H. Smith & Son bookstall. It was covered with books, magazines, snacks, refreshments, and other odds and ends that travellers might need. At the centre of it all was a salesman in a waistcoat, shirt and sleeve-bands.


‘Good morning,’ I said. ‘I believe you have a letter left for me by a Mr Carmichael.’


I handed over my card. The man rummaged around in a box behind the counter, pulled out an envelope, and passed it to me. Inside was the letter from Carmichael, a set of train tickets, and a crisp five-pound note. I unfolded the letter:


Dearest Sam,


Please find enclosed tickets for your trip. You’ll journey on the Great Northern from King’s Cross to Selby, where you’ll change to the North Eastern Line and catch the train for Scarborough that runs up the coast. Descend at Filey, which is a few stops after Bridlington. Engage a cab to take you to the village of Lunham. You have rooms at the Black Lion pub for the night. In the morning, a man will pick you up and take you to the Chesterfield house.


In bocca al lupo,


Carmichael


He’d made no previous mention of leaving money for me, but I was glad he had. I made a mental note to thank him and repay the money on my return. I checked the station clock and saw I still had some time left before the train departed, so browsed the wares at the bookstall. Amongst the periodicals, penny fictions, sensation novels and railway books, I found a copy of Blackwood’s Magazine.


Five minutes later I was aboard my train as it chugged out of the station. My fellow passengers all had their heads in books and newspapers, making me the only one to look through the window as we travelled across the country. It was a bruised land that passed by, scarred by industrialisation, sliced by railway lines, canals and telegraph wires. Nameless towns came and went, slumbering in the pollution of factories and mills, around which tenements, terraces and slums spread in red-brick ripples.


At some point I must have drifted off to the rat-a-tat chanting of the train, for I awoke to a carriage already dim in the afternoon light, alone except for a train guard shaking me by my shoulder.


‘We’re at Selby, sir,’ he said.


I thanked the man, gathered my luggage and stepped off the train.


Selby station was a sprawling thing, two dozen railway tracks spread across an expanse of wasteground, surrounded by warehouses and factories.


I found the station’s tea room, which was pleasant enough, sat at the counter and ordered a cup of tea and a glazed bun, and spent the half-hour I had to kill eating and drinking and watching the steam hiss out of the kettles, the people coming and going, the blur of the station beyond the condensation-covered windows.


My connecting train was smaller and slower than the express from London. It crossed the River Ouse then wound north-east out to the coast, before turning north towards Bridlington. On one side, the train chugged past a constantly whirled-up sea that foamed against the rocks like a beast displaying its strength. On the other side, fields and barren moorland stretched serenely into the night. We stopped at several silent coastal towns where no one seemed to board or descend. Were it not for the shouts of the railway staff I could have mistaken myself for the only human being on the entire line.


When we reached Filey I descended into the chill night air, which was made all the more bracing by the proximity of the sea. The station was small and badly lit by paraffin lamps and seemed to be deserted; I could find no booking clerk at the ticket office, nor even a porter or stationmaster, and there were certainly no other travellers. I stepped outside to where the rank of cabs should have been, but was confronted with an empty, gloomy street.


Some long seconds ticked by as I wondered what to do and then I heard a noise and saw a wagonette approaching. It stopped at the rank and I asked the driver if he would take me to Lunham. He nodded and helped me with my luggage and we made our way out of the town. We took narrow, winding lanes bordered either side by tall hedgerows which cut off the view, so that I could make nothing of the moors or the sea that I knew surrounded us.


After half an hour or so, the driver whipped the horse onto a muddy path that descended sinuously to the coast and I was finally afforded a view of the landscape: plunging hills and valleys; hard, chalky fields; lines of stunted trees that hobbled through the moonlight all the way to the shore, where a tiny fishing village nestled in the slopes of a grey cove.


We continued on towards it, our descent slow. Eventually we entered the village’s lanes, which were narrow and swollen with mud, the cottages either side packed so tightly they were almost tumbling onto each other. Everything was dilapidated, cramped, slanted, mean-looking.


The driver stopped the carriage in front of the Black Lion public house, which differed from the cottages adjoining it only by its signboard, and the lights in its windows.


I descended the wagonette, took my luggage and paid the driver, who whipped the horses off into the darkness without even a goodnight.


I turned and studied the miserable surroundings and realised that the scene would not have looked out of place in an old master painting of three hundred years ago. I had left a modern city of moving pictures and dynamism, of advertisements and Underground trains, roaring pubs and pleasure palaces, to come here – a gloomy, fixed, unchanging place. It felt as if I had gone back in time, into a world of stasis.


I steeled myself and entered the pub. It was tiny, no more than a bar at which a couple were serving drinks, and a few tables scattered about where groups of fishermen sat. Everyone in there turned to look at me as I stepped inside, and the boisterous conversation that had filled the place died out. The woman behind the bar smiled broadly.


‘You must be the artist,’ she said, in a thick Yorkshire accent.


As she walked towards me, the background chatter renewed, but at a more subdued level.


‘I’m Mrs Kell,’ she said.


‘Samuel Etherstone.’


‘This is my husband, John.’ She gestured to the man who’d been behind the bar but was now approaching us.


‘I’ll take your things up, sir,’ he said.


He swooped down and picked up my luggage and we shuffled through the tables to a staircase at the rear. He led me up to a narrow corridor and through into a bedchamber. It was modest, but homely, with a fire already lit and a bed piled high with duvets and quilts. There was a cabinet, a wardrobe, and a window looking out onto the beach.


‘My wife has a fish stew on the stove. Shall I bring you up a plate?’ the landlord asked.


‘I’ll eat downstairs, please. I’ve spent most of the day on my own in a train carriage.’


He paused, as if put out by my request.


‘Right you are,’ he said. ‘Come down when you’re ready. There’s water on the cabinet.’


Ten minutes later I was sitting at one of the tables in the bar, tucking into a heartening fish stew, a crust of brown bread smeared liberally with butter, and a tankard of ale. As I ate, I studied the place. The patrons were indeed all fishermen, dressed in thick cable-knit jumpers, tough cotton trousers and wellington boots.


When I finished my meal, I ordered another drink from the landlord, and sat supping it and smoking a cigarette, reading the magazine I’d bought at King’s Cross, particularly taken by an African story. I couldn’t help but notice, however, that now and again some of the fishermen would look my way and whisper to each other.


At some point, one of the younger fishermen turned to me and smiled.


‘Excuse me, sir,’ he said in a halting Yorkshire accent. ‘What’s your business with the house?’


‘The Chesterfield house?’


‘Round here we just calls it the house.’


‘I’ve been asked to come up and see Mrs Chesterfield. Although I don’t know quite what she wants from me. I’m an artist and I’m assuming she wishes to buy some of my paintings.’


The fisherman nodded and looked back at his friends. It was then I noticed that both the landlady and her husband were absent from the bar, and I wondered if the men had been seeking this opportunity to engage me in conversation.


‘We wish you all the best in your business, sir,’ the fisherman said. ‘But, please, make sure you don’t spend too long in the house.’


As the man finished his sentence, the landlord strode back into the bar. He must have heard the tail end of the fisherman’s warning, for he glared at the man and a heavy hush descended.


‘Pay no heed to the lad,’ the landlord said. ‘They’re a beef-headed lot that drinks in here.’


Unsure of what to do, I smiled and returned to smoking and drinking, trying not to show how perturbed I felt.


Over the course of the evening the customers departed in ones and twos, till eventually I was left alone with just an old man sitting at the table next to mine. His head was bowed heavily over a pint jar, his face filled thickly with wrinkles. He turned in my direction and we smiled at each other.


‘I allow myself a single pint at the end of the day,’ he said, tapping the jar in front of him. ‘For beer is both medicine and nectar to me.’


‘A sound view.’


‘You’re worried about what the lad said?’ he asked, waving his pipe towards the table where the young man had been sitting.


I nodded.


‘It’s just their way,’ he said.


‘Why did he warn me not to stay in the house too long?’


The man hesitated.


‘That’s a very long story,’ he said.


‘I only have this for company,’ I replied, holding up my magazine.


The old man paused and turned to the bar, which was empty, the landlord having gone to the rooms at the back of the building on some errand.


‘Come,’ the old man said, waving me towards him. ‘Drink does loosen the string of my tongue.’


I took my beer and joined him at his table.


‘People that go to work at the house don’t come back with their minds together,’ the old man said, speaking in a low voice, even though we were sitting close. ‘It gets into their heads, makes ’em do things they wouldn’t normally do.’


‘Such as?’


‘Some kill themselves. Some kill each other. Two of my childhood friends went for building jobs there decades ago. Within a year the one had murdered the other in a brawl and was dragged to the gallows screaming it was the house that made him do it. And I don’t doubt it. There’s a cruelty there. That’s why none of the locals’ll go near the place. Doesn’t matter how much she pays, they’re not so shuttle-headed as to take her coin. Now she has to rely on outsiders. Not that it bothers her. Old Mrs Chesterfield has enough in her to brave Satan himself.’


‘There’s a cruelty in the house?’ I asked.


‘Not just in the house. On the moors. Under the earth. In the rocks and caves. It was there long before Mrs Chesterfield came. Why d’you think she chose this place? It’s a time-haunted land. When they dug the foundations, they dug right into those caves, and that’s when the Marsden girls disappeared and Varano lost his wits.’


I remembered Carmichael’s account of Mrs Chesterfield’s history, his talk of a mad Italian architect who’d fled to England from a scandal in his home country.


‘Varano was the architect?’ I asked. ‘Mrs Chesterfield’s original architect?’


‘There was only ever one.’


‘And he lost his mind as well? Because he stayed too long in the house?’


‘Nay, lad. Because he built the house. And it was only after he’d built it that he realised why he’d done so. That’s what drove him mad. Him and Gosterwood both.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘They lost their wits because they discovered the real reason the house is being built.’


‘You mean to repel ghosts?’


The old man smiled thinly.


‘If she’s building it to repel ghosts like people say she is, then why are the Marsden girls calling people to their deaths? Singing at night so men are drawn off the safe paths to drown in the sticking mud that fills these moors. Men who know these lands like the back of their hand. That house she’s built cries at night.’


‘So why is she building it?’


The old man looked at me, his eyes bright. Just as he was about to speak, we heard footsteps and turned to see that the landlord had returned, a scowl on his face.


‘That’ll do, Tobias Clarke!’ he scolded, glaring at the old man. ‘I think you’ve had enough to drink tonight. Best you go home and sleep it off before you speak any more foolishness.’


The old man paused, rattled by the landlord, his words, his presence. He suddenly looked chastened. He downed the last of his beer and stood up. As he opened the door, he paused and turned to me, as if to say something. Then thought better of it.


When I returned to my room I was relieved to find the door had a sturdy lock. I made use of it, then sat on the bed, my thoughts a whirl of anxious speculation.


As I tried to think it all through, I heard a dog barking outside, incessant and panicked. I rose and crossed to the window. Below my room was the pub’s yard, where I spotted the dog, standing in front of a gate in the low stone wall which separated the yard from the beach beyond. It seemed to be barking at something further along, where the ground gradually sloped up before meeting the dark curve of the moor in the distance. Though from what I could see in the moonlight, the beach was completely empty, and the grey mass of the sea was calm.
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