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  For mom, dad, my brother, Simon, and sister, Melissa. 


  The best kind of family.




  







  

    I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, creeping as fast as a cloud shadow in a high wind.


  




   




  Charlotte Perkins Gilman,




  The Yellow Wallpaper
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  PROLOGUE




  DENVER. 3 MARCH 2011




  And the woman could hear those old friends moving in the distant, and not so distant rooms of her home. Old friends she tried to forget for longer than she had the strength to

  remember. Until she understood her life had been one long wait for them to show up and commence with whatever business they were so eager to finish. Because the old friends never forgot. They

  arrived without invitation and appeared with little warning. They visited after dark and they never let go.




  Of late, the old friends were bolder and stronger. More skilled at getting inside. At passing over. Tonight, their movements suggested the visit was conclusive; the endgame to an incremental

  reunion.




  Closing her eyes, the woman sighed and supported her weight with one hand against the door frame. Then looked up, her body rigid with enough determination to take one step inside the house. Then

  another. And another after that.




  Stood at the foot of the stairs in her unlit house, still wearing her coat and shoes, she looked up and into the darkness concealing the top of the stairs. And listened with all the straining

  concentration the ears of the frightened can command. But she also listened with the resignation of the weary.




  Only the thinnest peripheral glow from the closest street lamp provided any light, and that never penetrated far inside the hallway before the open front door. In the distance a car accelerated

  and she wished she were inside it. She turned her head and looked at the deserted street. And was gripped with a powerful urge to run for somewhere where the lights would still be on and where the

  faces of people would be engaged in their smiles or their talk, or just their silence. She wanted to be with them, and part of their unexceptional lives so much it hurt. She tensed in anticipation

  of her usual flight taking hold. Moved one foot towards the open door. But not the other. She stood still. Stood her ground.




  Because she was as damned as a ghost on the last day of its occupation. A wraith with little to haunt besides the empty rooms of an unpeopled existence. A shade watching the world from another

  place, half in this world and half in another, listening to the sound of all the bright, clear voices, but never offering up her own. She’d fought harder than the rest. She had endured when

  others had gone under.




  Into her came a sudden invasion of regret, and its attendant hopelessness. Living with the consequences of actions committed before reason and experience had much say in anything felt familiar

  enough to be tedious. No matter how many times she revisited the past and added presumptions, or extracted details, it remained unmovable and always promised to deliver her right to where she

  currently stood, alone. She reckoned she was about ready for that time. She swallowed and removed the cold weight of the .38 from her handbag. And to think she was one of the lucky

  ones.




  This was the third house the woman had rented in the past five months under a false name, and she had lost her deposit on each property because of the walls and the signs the old friends had put

  upon them. Three days back, she came downstairs from her bedroom to a cold house without power. Scents of bad water and the ashes of a fire soaked by overnight rain had seeped up the basement

  stairs into the hallway. She’d found wires chewed through under the fuse box in the basement. And the wall behind the damaged cables was stained by unidentifiable matter, mostly dry, which

  she covered with black paint. Kept her eyes closed and cried at the same time as she lashed the wall with the brush.




  With an unwelcome frequency they had also begun to leave things behind. To introduce inevitability to a daunting reacquaintance. Yesterday, before she wrote a long email to her son in

  Toronto, writing as if it were the last communication she would ever make, she found a little blackened shoe on the kitchen floor. Small enough for a child. Hard as wood, stitched like a buckskin

  moccasin, and old. So very old. Dropped from a foot she dare not even consider. A puff of soot had fallen from it when she scooped it up with a pizza menu to drop in the trash.




  And here we are, girl.




  Bump bump bump bump. Frantic now in at least one room upstairs. Probably her bedroom. The woman recalled a party above the thin ceiling of a motel room she’d once rented in LA, a

  long time ago, on the run even then. Those muffled thumps of feet and sudden shrieks and bursts of laughter from strangers that served no greater purpose than a reminder of her disengagement from

  life, while keeping her awake. But up there, in this house, her final refuge, wasn’t any kind of party she wanted to attend.




  They were in her room for sure. Because the determined bumps, swaddled by bedclothes, had become crashes as something on her bed started to cast about. A bedside table was swept of its

  contents.




  The woman pulled her dry tongue from the roof of her mouth to swallow the lump in her throat. She knuckled a fist against the wall until the dizziness passed. Then turned around and closed the

  front door. Shut herself inside. With them.




  Another of her uninvited visitors attempted to raise itself from the floor of the kitchen. She could hear it behind the closed door at the end of the hall. A disturbance she’d heard in the

  last two apartments she’d rented right before she fled them in the middle of the night. Sounds that brought to her mind the image of a wildebeest calf she had once seen on television, with a

  leg broken by the jaws of a crocodile, jerky in its attempt to pull itself away from the water.




  When she wondered if they would come for her on all fours or upright, she raised the pistol and went and stood at the foot of the stairs. Supported her lead hand with the other like she’d

  learned on the gun range, but with the barrel pointed up. Ready.




  The woman stilled her mind and let her final thoughts find a memory of her boy, on the night she carried him through the cold desert, pressed into her chest. So long ago, but she remembered his

  snuffles, his warmth, a little hand clasped in her raven hair like it was yesterday. Went all the way down to her waist in those days and covered her baby like a waterfall. That boy always knew who

  his mama was too. Didn’t matter what they did to make it not so, make no mistake, he always knew. And she got her boy out.




  She smiled through her tears. Sucked her breath inside. ‘Come on you bitch!’ she screamed at the thing that moved into partial visibility, in a murky articulation of painful

  movements, onto the top step.




  Darkness folded about the stairs; they brought it with them from the lightless place between here and somewhere else. And within its protective veil, the intruder obeyed her request and came

  down to her, on all fours, the face upturned.




  Before it covered the short distance between them, the woman shoved the cold barrel of the handgun inside her own mouth. When it felt like it was somewhere behind her eyes, she squeezed the

  trigger.
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  BLOOMSBURY, LONDON. 30 MAY 2011




  ‘Have you ever heard of Sister Katherine and The Temple of the Last Days?’




  The smile vanished from Maximillian Solomon’s eyes when he asked the question; a sign of self-seriousness, or a sudden scrutiny of Kyle’s fitness for disclosure; something Kyle

  noticed about mind, body and spirit types who spoke about their interests with strangers. Ufologists and mediums were the same.




  But even though Solomon’s eyes hardened, the small tanned face of the CEO of Revelation Productions retained its default setting of being vaguely amused. With Kyle. Or maybe with everyone

  in the world except himself. The permanent half-smile was either convivial or mocking. It was hard to tell which with these people: the successful, the owners of things, the commissioners

  and controllers he’d dealt with as a film-maker.




  ‘Yes,’ Kyle said, and then his mind snatched at what he did know about Sister Katherine and The Temple of the Last Days. Fragments resembling instamatic polaroid photos: sun-bleached

  flashes of a scruffy, bearded man in handcuffs, walking from a police car and into a municipal building; aerial footage of what might have been a ranch or a farm in . . . California? Snippets of

  imagery from something about the cult he’d seen on telly a long time ago. A documentary, or was it news footage?




  He wasn’t sure of the source of the impressions, but they were glimpses of things that suggested a notoriety that had evolved into the noir and the cultish. He knew that much; the group

  was perceived these days as dangerous and cool. A US Indie band called itself Sister Katherine in the eighties; some industrial band called itself The Temple of the Last Days in the next decade.

  And of course, he’d recognize the iconic portrait of Sister Katherine anywhere without knowing much about her life; it had been Andy Warholed on to T-shirts in Camden Market, alongside images

  of Jim Jones and Charles Manson, Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees. A plump, heavily made-up face, its expression beatific, haloed by a purple nun’s habit as her eyes searched the heavens.

  Mother Mary meets Revlon. An evil female cult leader reduced to sick joke gimmickry, lurid nostalgia, and bespoke infamy for disaffected youth. A woman who was killed by . . . or did she commit

  suicide with her followers in America? He couldn’t remember, but he knew the Temple had murdered people. Or was it each other? A film star? No, that was Manson’s family. Same era

  because the Temple was a hippy death cult in the sixties. Or was it the seventies?




  ‘The cult,’ he said and tried not to look clueless. Too late, his eyes had gone vague and he’d frowned with confusion throughout his hazy recall.




  Max seemed pleased with his ignorance. It would enable him to expound. ‘An organization that began right here in London, in 1967.’




  ‘London?’




  ‘Yes. In this city. Few are aware of that. But Sister Katherine was British. Her real name was Hermione Tirrill. She was born in Kent. Came from the remnants of a wealthy family. Her

  mother even had a title. She was a Baroness, and made sure little Katherine knew she was better than everyone. As did the boarding schools where she was educated until she was fourteen, when her

  father left his bankrupt family. And little Kathy and her mother were forced into the ignominy of poverty. She came down hard from a pile in the country to a council flat in Margate. Had to slum it

  in a second-hand school uniform. Down there with the rest of them. Must have been devastating for her, this plump little overachiever with funny teeth, while she watched her former peers become

  debutantes.’




  Kyle shrugged. ‘I don’t know much—’




  ‘She was a runaway at fifteen and never spoke to her mother again. There was some time in borstal for theft and assault, then prison in her twenties. She was arrested for solicitation, and

  then again for running a brothel. Embezzlement, forgery too. A petty criminal. We can read what we choose into this. But what we do know from the few that have ever gone on record about her

  formative years, is that Katherine never liked a level playing field. That’s for sure. But she liked power. And status. Wanted back what had been taken from her.’




  Kyle intuited a taint of bitterness in Max, but something else too: a grudging respect.




  ‘But the Temple’s origins are fascinating. It grew out of a cocktail of Scientology and apocalyptic millennial ideas, a mimicry of Christian sainthood, occult magic, Buddhism, a

  belief in reincarnation . . . and various other things.’ Max seemed to detach himself from Kyle then, and from the conversation and even the room, like an old man reminiscing fondly.

  ‘It could have been so beautiful. Simple psych-therapy techniques, blended with medieval ideas of asceticism and piety. A life free of ego. These were the original values. All cloaked in

  mysticism for an aesthetic appeal.’




  Breaking his reverie and now self-conscious about his digression, Max killed the half-smile. ‘A well-intentioned concept quickly usurped by a female sociopath and criminal elements. In

  London it was known as The Last Gathering. It became The Temple of the Last Days in France, during a schism in 1969. At a farm in Normandy where they nearly starved to death. The remnants migrated

  to America, under the same management. Where they self-destructed in Arizona. 1975. That you will surely be familiar with?’




  Kyle swallowed. ‘I’m not that familiar with it.’ He cleared his throat too aggressively. ‘With them.’




  ‘So I see.’ Max said with a condescending inflection on the last two words.




  Momentarily, Kyle felt dizzy with embarrassment, as if he were being asked a question at school that he had no answer for. An illogical reaction, because why would he know anything about them?

  Had he pretended to? They were hardly important. And Max Solomon had invited him by email to the production offices in Bloomsbury, for a meeting about a ‘prospective collaboration’

  without stating anything specific about the proposal. He felt his face go hot. ‘No disrespect intended, but why would I be?’




  ‘From what I have enjoyed about your work, Kyle, I’d say you might want to be.’ Max smiled. And commenced issuing the impression that he would ever be the unruffled and idly

  comfortable man, his success innate, entitled to prosperity and that all should know it. Signs recognizable to Kyle. And he instinctively disliked those who exhibited them. A class unto themselves;

  the money man, the film executive from the upper corporate tier, the self-important producer. Loved being close to the creative flame, stressed their own ‘creativity’ at every

  opportunity, and by doing so devalued the very word to house dust. But their aspiration to take ownership of another’s work, he’d learned the hard way, was always reinforced by an

  underhand cleverness that you underestimated at your peril in this racket. They were the reason he had reduced himself to self-financed film-making, and a personal debt so colossal just

  thinking about it made it hard to breathe.




  Earlier, he’d been collected from an impressive reception so brightly lit he’d spent the entire wait squinting. When shown into the CEO’s office and Max had risen to greet him,

  his movements so light and graceful, the tiny man had reminded Kyle, uncomfortably and unkindly, of a small clever monkey with quick glittering eyes. A primate rising to its hind legs, dressed in

  Paul Smith.




  The man was also tanned the colour of a sweet potato and his entire scalp was covered in a semi-transparent pelt of hair implants. He never understood why balding men paid so dearly for a

  procedure that only gave them thinning hair. The one time he’d been to Cannes, and the two visits he’d made to LA to talk to film agents, he’d found alien worlds full of men just

  like Max Solomon.




  When the email arrived the night before to request the meeting, Kyle had broken an anxious evening of reading job ads online and immediately checked out the Revelation Productions website.

  Instantly, his heart and its vain hope that the meeting might lead to an opportunity to work again, and that he would earn enough money to stave off his impending insolvency, cooled with dismay.

  His disappointment grew incrementally the more he saw of the website, until it was total.




  Revelation had published a book called The Message, which had sold ‘Fifty Million Copies!’ A strapline that filled most of the company’s homepage. He’d seen the

  book around. It had changed the life of many female celebrities as well as being one of those books that every other woman had been reading on the London Underground for one summer. How long ago

  that summer was escaped him, but he’d never seen the book being read in public since.




  As well as The Message, the company produced a massive backlist of books, DVDs, CDs and merchandise that had a contemporary, life-affirming, self-help USP attached. The company claimed

  their products were ‘groundbreaking’ and ‘definitive’ and ‘revelatory’. But the brand struck Kyle as being very Californian, a bit vulgar, and dated lo-tech,

  magic-bullet-chicanery, while also fortifying his aversion to bad science blended with spiritual horseshit. But it had come to this; with the exception of porn, he’d dropped to the bottom of

  the film industry.




  His documentary about the American Metal Core scene, Shredding, had been shown dozens of times on cable television, been a hit at festivals in 2006, and was still referred to as a cult

  classic in the music press; his film about witchcraft at a Scottish University, Coven, had got him into trouble for defamation, but it was also a film once shown on BBC2 to considerable

  acclaim; thirty thousand people had bought the DVD of his film about the European Black Metal scene, Reigning in Hell; and two hundred thousand people had downloaded his documentary,

  Blood Frenzy, about three missing British hikers who vanished in the Arctic Circle: all of this success was real. Not bullshit. He’d walked the walk. He had a real and enviable

  filmography. But the distributors for the first three films claimed he owed them money: fifteen grand. And he still carried another ten grand’s worth of production debt from Coven

  like an anvil upon his increasingly rounded shoulders. In total, his last self-financed film and unpaid rent had left him thirty thousand pounds in debt on a variety of credit cards and loans. A

  day of fiscal reckoning was nigh. Its anticipation made him incapable of a single undisturbed moment of happiness. It had also stolen his ability to relax, which seemed more hideous than losing the

  ephemera of joy. Something, he noted, guaranteed by the likes of Revelation Productions. Happiness: they promised that in spades. So maybe he should hold out for a DVD on tantric sex.




  ‘What makes you think I’d be interested in a cult?’




  ‘I’ve seen your work. It has a refreshing openness. When dealing with the niche, the derided, the forgotten. And the unexplained. You’re not an exploiter, Kyle. I like that. Or

  a sensationalist. You have an open mind, my friend. So I began to wonder if we could work together. I have become very curious about your approach. Your vision.’




  Kyle resisted any show of being flattered, though he was. ‘I make films with one agenda. To capture a subculture and to understand it. Or to tell a story honestly. As those who speak to me

  perceived the experience. I’ve only made films about things that interest me. Stories that fascinate me, that either no one has told or told well enough. Stuff the mainstream media avoids or

  just misunderstands. And I won’t compromise what I think is the right approach to achieving this. If I can bypass the current Hollywood and film industry business model in the process,

  it’s a massive bonus. Artistic compromise, idea theft, getting turned over by suits. Enough already. I’m done with all that.’ He said this as a veiled warning. He’d been

  told it was unwise to show his bitterness in meetings with producers, that it was unprofessional. These days, he chose to ignore advice like that.




  Max raised his trimmed eyebrows as high as he could, but the lower half of his face didn’t budge. He’d had a facelift as well. The half-smile was starting to convince him it was, in

  fact, mocking.




  Kyle tried to smother his rising irritation. But it was like trying to get the wrong size lid on a tin of red paint. His voice came out all tight. ‘And my time is coming. For film-makers

  like me.’ He felt silly for saying it, but was also revelling in how the film industry quaked at what digital technology was doing to their age-old monopoly. The least he could do was remind

  its representatives of this fact. ‘Eventually I intend to be the media provider of my own work. For a specific audience. And it will never be any dumbed-down, censored crap put out by

  executive know-nothings, with their profit and loss sheets, their bottom lines, and their careers. I already finance, shoot and edit the films myself. Owning distribution is the next battle.

  That’s where I stand.’




  ‘I see.’ Max looked at his tiny feminine fingers, spread them on his desk, studied his nails for a few seconds, while either frowning or fighting the half-smile; it was hard to tell

  with someone whose chin was probably once part of their forehead. ‘Your film Blood Frenzy struck me as unequivocal in its acceptance of, shall we say, a paranormal aspect to that

  tragic story. What I took from the film was a strong suggestion that something very old, something that defied natural law, had been responsible for the disappearance of a significant number of

  people . . . in a distant part of the world. Did you come to believe that?’




  Here we go. ‘We all want the truth, Max. I just tried to understand what happened. There’s no way I will ever know what really happened up there. I don’t think anyone

  ever will. But I got an authentic sense of the place the story came out of. People suggested things, without much prompting. I never tried to steer the interviews, or to emboss a theory on

  anything. My mind and my lens were wide open. The viewer is the interpreter. These days everyone wants a say. The world is a hanging jury. I give the audience the known facts and the fallible

  testimony of the interviewees. And to be honest, I had no idea what that film was going to suggest to me as I made it.’




  ‘I see. Interesting.’




  But did he see? While Kyle spoke, Max had been frowning as if he was not listening, but thinking instead of what he was going to say next. It annoyed him even more, if that were

  possible.




  ‘I don’t like polemic, Mr Solomon. Most audiences don’t either. My trick is to choose a story that is so interesting, the audience has to get involved on some level. It’s

  the most I can do as a director. I don’t use stars or shoot well-known events, which is why I’ve given up on the system.’ That word almost came out of his mouth on fire.

  He took a deep breath. ‘So I find stories for the neglected mass of non-mainstream viewers. And there’s an awful lot of us. I’m totally pull-based from word of mouth online.

  That’s my constituency.’




  ‘You make a living from this couture approach?’




  Kyle paused for longer than he wished. ‘Not yet. I was ripped off on the music films and Coven. So I made Blood Frenzy a non-product. I gave it away free from my website.

  Some indie record labels embedded ads on the page which covered some of my costs. I’m in arrears on the rest. But it’s never been about money.’




  He wondered whether he should just get up and leave. He couldn’t even pretend he liked the man. And he’d be one of a dozen directors Max was currently feeling out for something

  tabloid. At least it wasn’t over a lunch he was paying for; this was an actual production office. But he could already intuit he and Max were terminally different; if he couldn’t trust

  his instincts after all he’d been through, then what else did he have to go on? Time to split.




  But then Max had to go and say, ‘I believe I have such a story. An extraordinary story. So cards on the table, Kyle. I want you to make a film for me.’




  He fought hard to contain an eruption of excitement. A silence thickened about them. ‘About the . . .’




  The half-smile withdrew entirely from Max’s smooth face. ‘Let me bring you up to speed, and then you can tell me if this is to your taste.’ Max leaned back in the leather chair

  that dwarfed him. ‘On 10 July 1975, the Phoenix Police Department removed fifteen people from an abandoned mine in the Sonora desert of Arizona. A few hours after Sister Katherine’s

  Night of Ascent had taken place. The mine had been occupied by The Temple of the Last Days since 1972.




  ‘Nine of these people were dead, including Sister Katherine. Six were found alive. Of the living, five were children. The infamous Manuel Gomez, aka Brother Belial, was the sixth.

  Katherine’s favourite and her executioner. And Brother Belial was the only adult survivor of that night. I’m sure you’ve heard of him? He was killed in the recreation room of the

  Florence penitentiary before he could stand trial. By inmates unknown.




  ‘Another five members of the cult, all present at the mine during the weeks preceding the Night of Ascent, were never traced. It is believed they were also murdered, but buried in the

  desert.




  ‘It is this aspect of the cult that has fascinated its biographers, its fans, its exploiters. The criminal case. The police believe the murders occurred as a result of infighting, and drug

  psychosis, or some manner of suicide pact. The newspapers at the time called it a satanic ritual involving human sacrifice, including the sacrifice of its leader. Who, by the way, was actually

  beheaded. And that version of events is the one that has endured, as you might say, in the “mainstream” public imagination. So what else does one need to explore as a film-maker or

  biographer? It’s a perfectly lurid story that has enough of everything.




  ‘But . . .’ Max pushed a pile of DVD cases across the desk to Kyle, an envelope file, and an old paperback book so used the writing on the spine was invisible. ‘The four

  documentaries about the cult, and the three feature films, are terrible. What you’d expect. Appalling. Truly awful. Of the many books, only one is worth reading. Last Days by Irvine

  Levine. Dismissed as fictitious, and now long out of print. But the police officers from the Yuma and Phoenix police departments suggested that, at the very least, Levine’s reportage was

  fastidious with the details concerning the Night of Ascent when the murders took place.’




  Kyle cleared his throat. ‘It all happened a long time ago. Unless any new evidence has come to light, why make another film? Are you saying it just needs to be done right? Is there some

  anniversary, or a nostalgia thing—’




  Max held a small hand up and cut him off. ‘No. There is a story here that has never been told. Forget the murders. Forget the police investigation. The media exploitation. It is an

  oft-trampled path. But something else about The Temple of the Last Days has also endured, in folklore and in alternative histories of a Fortean nature. Which is where we come in. You see, there is

  a very real belief that the group’s mystical and occult interests bore dividends. A belief that Sister Katherine achieved something extraordinary. And that her willing death – because,

  make no mistake, she was slaughtered on her own orders as were her most loyal followers that night – is part of this mystery, the unexplained phenomenon that haunts their story from its very

  origins in London. Keeps it alive, you could say, for those of us with more open minds. A story no mainstream film-maker would do anything but attempt to disprove. That is, if they gave it any

  credence at all.




  ‘You see, there are other survivors, Kyle. Not of that night, but of the organization. People who fled many years before its end. And others who escaped mere months before its dissolution.

  People who, one could say, have never, not ever, been able to escape what they experienced in the service of Sister Katherine. And what is unique now, is that a handful of these survivors are

  breaking silence for the first time since the police investigation in 1975. And when that happens, as you probably know, it’s because they have something to say. Something they need

  to say. But have been afraid to say. And so they have provided us with an exceptional opportunity for a groundbreaking work.




  ‘The effect Sister Katherine had on her followers was nothing short of monumental. Life-changing. And terrible. Her cruelty was exceptional. But then, so was her leap of imagination into

  the inexplicable. She did something to spellbind them.’




  Max sipped at his glass of Evian. ‘It’s taken a great deal of persuasion even to assemble what is now a dwindling group of survivors.’ He smiled and raised his hands.

  ‘You could say, there is no one else available. I even tracked down the notorious Martha Lake and Bridgette Clover.’ He watched Kyle’s face for recognition; when he received none,

  he seemed disappointed. ‘The two chief witnesses for the prosecution had it ever gone to trial. They became celebrities once the story broke in seventy-five. Two young women who fled the mine

  in Arizona with their infants, three months before the Night of Ascent. Alas, poor Bridgette passed over earlier this year. But Martha, dear, dear Martha, is waiting to tell us her part of an

  incredible story.’




  Kyle looked about the walls of the room, lit like a clinician’s laboratory or photographer’s studio. He saw framed book covers about glycaemic index diets and old posters advertising

  bestselling spiritual awakenings available on VHS. ‘Bit off the beaten track for you, isn’t it? Not very wholesome.’




  Max beamed. ‘Now this is where I do believe this project will really appeal to you. Revelation Productions have developed a side project. Mysteris. A new imprint for the online delivery of

  content from a pay wall, twinned with DVD releases. We’re embracing the revolution here, Kyle. We want an avant garde element in our portfolio. The new brand will be a base for cutting-edge

  counterculture film-making, about alternative history and unsolved mysteries. And the Temple story will be the flagship film. You see, the Temple has a very large online following. And one hardly

  catered for in the manner I propose.




  ‘Using digital technology our costs are hardly prohibitive, as you have already alluded to. And once the production cost has been recouped, the profits will be shared on a cooperative

  basis with the artists.’




  Max sat back in his chair and smiled, raised his hands. ‘Kyle. I can’t tell you how good it feels to roll one’s sleeves up again, and to get back into the mix, as they

  say.’ He smiled at his walls. ‘Do you think I started this company to rest on my laurels? Tesco sells vegan meals and Boots sells aromatic oils.’ He shook his head in despair.

  ‘But I was part of alternative approaches to health and spiritual wellbeing when it was original. A lifestyle revolution, Kyle. I was there. Back then. The sixties. And I want to get back in

  touch with my creative side.’




  Kyle bit down on what wanted to come out screaming. ‘And you want me to make the first film?’




  ‘Precisely.’ Max tapped a manicured finger on the file between them on the desktop; he now seemed unable to disguise an urgency in his offer. ‘And I want you to start right

  away. There’s no time to lose. The trail I have followed so fastidiously could go cold. All you need to know about the people you will be interviewing is in here. Their names, biographies,

  their connection to the Temple are enclosed. As are photographs and details of the locations that must be visited.’




  Kyle sat mute, stunned into disbelief, his head a chaos of excitement, fear, and caution. What had just happened never happened. What had just been offered, was never offered. Ever.




  Max’s stiff face managed to loosen with excitement. ‘My role will be executive producer. All creative decisions are yours. I will not be on set, ever. You must be self-sufficient.

  Though I suspect you prefer such an approach. If there is anything you need in the course of the production, you merely call me and I will do my best to execute your requests. Distribution and

  licensing are already taken care of. My own company is the investor. We take it directly to market. The production money is in place and waiting. For you.’




  Kyle picked up the folder. ‘I need to take this away. Look at it.’




  ‘The first day of principal photography is this Saturday.’




  Kyle laughed, and failed to cull the derisory edge to his voice. ‘Come again?’ Did Max know anything about film-making? ‘Did you say Saturday?’




  ‘The schedule is done. Permission to film at each location has been arranged. Accommodation and flights can be booked today. As your employer, my liability insurance will cover you and

  your equipment.’




  ‘Script? I don’t know anything, or much about this, Mr Solomon. I need a script. I need to work out how to tell the story. It’s all about the storytelling, Mr

  Solomon—’




  ‘You have five days to familiarize yourself with the story.’ Max prodded the Levine book for emphasis. ‘The shooting schedule I have taken the liberty of producing in the

  chronology of the cult’s movements: London, France, Arizona. That will have to be your logline. In essence, it follows their founding to their self-destruction. Six locations in three

  countries in eleven days. Not one more. No reshoots, no pickups. I want the footage shot within that time frame. Screen lifts for the B-roll and stock footage have been sourced and copies are in

  that file.’ Max beamed. ‘What do you say?’




  Disorientation came down fast. Either his seat, or the actual room, moved. Too many questions, instincts, and suspicions would not settle inside him or evolve into coherence, into language.

  ‘The locations. I need to at least see them first. I need to think about sound, lighting—’




  ‘There won’t be any crowds at any of the locations. They’re remote. Derelict properties. One of your specialities. Besides that, there are some home visits. There may be the

  odd flight path I don’t know about, but nothing too challenging for a man of your experience and adaptability. This is extreme guerrilla film-making. Your raison d’être,

  my dear boy.’




  ‘A shot list for each location.’ He was thinking out loud. ‘Vital. You can’t plan enough, Mr Solomon, or you’re racing against the clock to correct mistakes you

  never envisaged. My films are pretty simple. One, two cameras. But still, I have to think every scene through.’ As he was talking he thought about his debts. He should ask about the fee. Was

  there one? Had Max mentioned money?




  ‘The photographs will have to suffice. There cannot be any more delays. It’s why I’m offering you the work. We’re too far along now. It can only be done on this schedule

  by someone . . . a director of your capability in such a situation. That going to be a deal-breaker?’




  ‘But . . . the people I’m interviewing. I have no sense of them. I need to talk to them first—’




  ‘No time! The first day of principal photography is this Saturday. I’m afraid I have been let down at the last minute by my team. For personal reasons they were unable to

  begin.’




  ‘Team? Who—’




  ‘And anyway, I’m familiar with each of the individuals who have agreed to be filmed. So you’ll have to trust my selections. I don’t think any of them will disappoint. We

  wouldn’t even be talking now if I wasn’t confident in your improvisation skills. Your ability to deliver on time and on budget. I know you’ve made films out of fresh air, through

  a network of favours, and deferred payments. The heavy lifting has been done here. And I have included questions I would like asked.’




  ‘Now this is where I might have a big problem with an agenda.’




  Max stood up to close the meeting. He was impatient, fidgety. ‘It’s hardly prescriptive. More of a guide. And you will see my only agenda is a desire to explore the paranormal

  aspects of the organization. The very purpose of the film. So I’d guess if I have an agenda, then it should be yours too. How you shoot the scenes is up to you. Frame and compose

  them any way you like. I want your signature style. And I’ll need the dailies delivered promptly. How would that occur?’




  ‘Er, I used a parallel editing strategy on the last two films. Worked just fine. I rough cut the best footage on Final Cut Pro. Prior to a final edit with my editor, Finger

  Mouse—’




  ‘Good. Good.’




  ‘All the master files go to hard-disc space I rent from him. Compression means it’ll take longer than real time to put across at the end of each day, but I can get rushes in a day or

  two.’




  ‘Let’s try for a day. And your production crew?’




  ‘My partner, Dan. Can’t work without him. And he does the cameras.’




  ‘So there will be three of you in total. Dan and this Mouse?’




  ‘That’s how I did the last two films.’




  As Max came around the desk, hand outstretched, Kyle couldn’t tell if the executive producer was impressed by their minimalism or pleased at the low cost implications. ‘And they will

  agree to a confidentiality clause. I’m afraid this project must remain undercover until completion. The story remains contentious.’




  ‘Can’t see why not. Festivals? Theatrical release? It would be nice to at least try.’




  ‘Of course, of course. DVD, internet and TV is our target though. But we shall leave no opportunity unexplored.’




  Kyle stood up, but wobbled. He was light in the head, had helium in his feet. ‘You’re ceding creative control to me?’




  ‘Absolutely.’




  ‘I’d need to see a contract.’




  ‘I have it here. You look unconvinced.’




  ‘I have been ill-used, Mr Solomon. Ill-used. Investors have one thing on their minds: profit at any cost.’




  ‘Indeed, I hope our collaboration will be profitable. The advance, I think, is generous.’




  ‘Advance?’ The shadow of his debt seemed to waver, even retract. Debt changed gravity and had made the world around him heavier for so long, he felt like he was on another planet in

  the solar system. Just being within reach of a solution to his burden gave him a moment of unbearable bliss.




  ‘Yes. One third now, one on the shoot’s completion, one on final delivery of your masterpiece. How you split it with your comrades is entirely up to you. I believe it commensurate

  with your reputation. I am thinking one hundred thousand pounds, not including expenses, deductible from net receipts.’




  One hundred grand. Kyle swallowed, felt faint.




  ‘Take this away and look at it. Show it to your agent, if you have one. And as you have your own equipment and people, Revelation will merely be the publisher–contractor for the

  finished article.’




  ‘I want to see your cash-flow projection.’




  ‘Of course. Anything else?’




  Kyle paused for one beat more than he wished to. He couldn’t decide whether Solomon was the devil or his saviour.




  Max beamed; his teeth were perfect. ‘Excellent! Then we have an agreement?’




  Kyle cleared his throat of its constriction, its aridity. He picked up the contract. ‘I’ll read this first.’




  ‘I need to know today.’ Max looked at his Patek Philippe watch. ‘Let’s say by five p.m.’




  







  TWO




  WEST HAMPSTEAD, LONDON. 30 MAY 2011




  ‘Dan, do you believe in miracles?’ Phone clamped to his ear, Kyle quick-marched from the Tube station on the Finchley Road to his studio flat. He was breathless,

  dizzy with excitement, and slightly drunk.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Didn’t think so. But let me convince you they do exist. I’ve just been to a meeting with Revelation Productions.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Mind, body and spirit types who did The Message.’ Silence. ‘That book.’




  ‘Right.’ Dan hadn’t a clue.




  ‘They also make videos and stuff. But are starting a new series. Called Mysteris. They’ve asked me to make the first film.’




  ‘Cool. I think.’




  ‘Which means that we are back in business.’




  ‘What film?’




  ‘Get over here. I’ll explain it all.’




  ‘Kinda busy right now.’




  ‘Unless you’re getting a blow job, shift it. You’ll want to hear this.’




  ‘Mind, body and spirit. That tofu and crystals shit. This sounds kind of desperate, Kyle. I know things are getting tight, but—’




  ‘One hundred grand advance.’




  Total silence, then, ‘No way.’




  ‘Mate, get over here. You have to see the budget. All Talent Release Forms are signed. Liability insurance is done. He’s even forking out for Errors and Omissions cover. Broadcast

  compatible, mate. He’s giving net points too. This is unfucking-believable. You in?’




  ‘Whoa. Slow down—’




  ‘Mate, we don’t have to tout round distributors, send it to festivals. Acquisition is taken care of. We are already acquired! He’s going for pay wall, embedded content, the

  whole shmoo. Everything we wanted for the next film and more. For once we don’t have to do the legwork!’




  ‘So this guy just calls you and offers the gig. Is this a setup? Where’s the catch, mate?’




  ‘Doesn’t seem to be one. I’ve been looking at the contract in the pub. From all angles. I’ll get a second pair of eyes for sure, but someone pulled out. Last minute. Not

  sure why. But I get the feeling this Max is in a real bind here. That shit happens all the time. But he needs an answer today if we’re in. I can’t do it without you, mate. Nor would I

  want to.’




  At the other end of the line, he heard the sound of Dan getting to his feet. A toilet flushed.




  ‘Now wipe your ass and wash your hands.’




  ‘Tell me more.’




  ‘I’ve gone through the schedule quickly. There’s an old mine. In Arizona, mate. Arizona! You believe this shit? Another couple of houses in the US. One in Seattle. Always

  wanted to go there. A farm in France. None of them are going to present ball ache. All daylight shoots. Stationary interviews or long shots, medium shots of remote, disused places. No streets, no

  crowds. Undisturbed by the infernal rubbernecker! USB lead to a laptop as a monitor. Two cameras. All pretty straightforward. Only downside is the schedule is so tight there’s no pickups or

  reshoots at all. We cannot fuck it up.’




  Haste and unpreparedness were counterproductive, always. Here he was already compromised, totally. He often spent days looking at each location before unlocking a camera case. And that was not

  going to be a possibility. Was Max suggesting he had four days to look at the photographs of the first location, before working out camera angles and a shot list? Before travelling through three

  countries in . . . how many days . . . he couldn’t remember, but not many. Was it possible?




  ‘Hang on. What’s it about? The film?’




  ‘The story, it’s radical.’ He’d added to his feeble knowledge by quickly leafing through the true-crime book, Last Days, in the pub. And the first thing he did

  with Last Days was exactly what everyone with a true-crime book in their hand does: he went to the plate section. And he saw seventies American faces in black and white, long hair and

  perfect teeth and freckles and centre partings. He saw aerial shots of desert, ramshackle wooden buildings, maps, and crime-scene photos that made him turn the book upside down and around to work

  out what was a hand and what was a foot. But above all else, he felt a frisson of genuine, authentic excitement. A long unfamiliar sensation that made him feel faint. ‘The Temple of the Last

  Days,’ he told Dan. ‘Hippy killers. I’ll read the files when I get in. Go to Amazon now and get a copy of Irvine Levine’s Last Days. The third edition. It’s a

  true-crime book. Max has set up exclusive interviews with the surviving main players. All the pre-production is done. All of it. You believe that?’




  ‘It’s been done before. I’ve seen one of the movies.’




  ‘It’s been done seven times before. But they’re all about the cult murders and police procedure. No one has done the paranormal angle. That’s where we come in. Just like

  on Blood Frenzy. Three countries. Six locations. Eleven days. We go, we shoot.’




  ‘Eleven days! That’s tight, Kyle.’




  ‘It is, but not impossible. His schedule is pretty impressive. Very professional. If this was our next film, we’d be doing it on a grand in half that time. We’ll still need a

  month to sleep it off, but we’ll be able to afford to. Did I mention the one hundred grand yet?’




  Refusing to film weddings, christenings, or any more corporate training films with Dan, he was making enough for food with tape library work in Soho, the odd freelance PA gig at live shoots, and

  periodic agency work. Most recently the packing of mobile phones into boxes in a warehouse in Wembley, peopled with genial Baptists from Ghana, illegal immigrants, and young Asian guys with

  expensive phones, on which they talked relentlessly about their DJ and record-producing ‘projects’. Everyone these days had a fucking project. One week of nights in the warehouse of

  broken dreams had filled him with a despair as tangible as the mumps. But this was a total revival of his fortunes as a guerrilla documentary film-maker.




  There was a long silence between Kyle and Dan; nothing but the sound of one man who breathed heavily, and another who held his breath. ‘You’re messing with me, Kyle. Don’t,

  please.’




  ‘I’m not that cruel. God I need this. Guardian angels, thank you.’ As well as debt from his films, he was three months in arrears on rent, and had paid the previous five months

  on a credit card; he was also due in magistrates court for unpaid council tax; and a third party agency was threatening the end of his gas and electricity supply after eighteen months of his bills

  going unpaid. These days, he was just amazed every morning when the lights came on. But one hundred grand! He’d never spent more than ten on a film. The last one cost him and Dan six

  to make, and they’d lived in a tent near the shoots. If they were able to make another film together, they’d need to bring it in for under two grand. But not now. One hundred Gs split

  three ways. He’d be even. Back in black.




  Dan was infected too because his voice trembled. ‘Same deal as Coven and Blood Frenzy on crew?’




  ‘Absolutely. I’m the driver, production manager, PA, director, writer, associate producer, second camera when needed, and catering. You’re first assistant director, director of

  photography, lighting, make-up, and first choice of bed. We share the sound and the running. Mouse is the technical editor. I gotta call him now.’




  Kyle had never seen Finger Mouse out of his chair, the computer mouse permanently under one hand, constantly being clicked as he spoke, if he spoke. It was said that Finger Mouse hadn’t

  left his Streatham basement flat in a decade, or owned more than two shirts; his great beard, reminiscent of a Confederate general from the American civil war and his milky-green complexion,

  attested to the rumour. Sunlight could take him out of the game. He never even went to premiers of the films he’d edited. And for most of each day and night of every month spent on a final

  edit, Kyle only ever talked to the side of Finger Mouse’s head. Collectively, he’d spent an entire year of his life in the Mouse’s edit suite, but he struggled to visualize the

  editor’s face beyond his profile. Finger Mouse would die in his chair. But not before this film is done, eh.




  The three of them rarely remarked on each other’s personality disorders because it was too uncomfortable to do so, but Dan anxiety ate and was technically anal about cameras and lights;

  Kyle planned and counted pennies to neurosis; Finger Mouse cut images in an existence measured entirely in twenty-four frames per second. It was why they were all still single in their early

  thirties without having produced a single child between them. This life: it had weeded them out. Finger Mouse had never been in a relationship; Dan had one at film school, but still

  refused to talk about it; Kyle had racked up five, but they had gone down in flames before any of them reached six calendar months. Even more debilitating than his romantic shortcomings and debts,

  the recent probability of not making films any more had left Kyle’s sense of the future unequivocally cold, empty and terrifying. But that unbreathable space, the anti-matter of fidgeting

  anxiety, vanished the moment Max made the offer, because without a film on the go, he had nothing. ‘Dan, you in or what?’




  ‘Wait. Wait. I’m thinking . . . how we shoot it.’




  ‘Lot of real time here.’




  ‘That’s what I was afraid of.’




  ‘We have total creative control though. And you know how I feel about fast cutting. Fuck that shit. Why does everything have to be so fast? Sound bites that you forget in two seconds

  because the scene has already changed nine times. We can slow things down. Get the decent content. Not one or two sentences. It’s no action film. We’re freed of all that, like

  it’s our own project that someone else is paying for. We can shoot the interviews from two cameras and then cut between two viewpoints in the edit. Throw in some reversals and close-ups for

  Finger Mouse so he doesn’t get bored.’




  ‘So, no pitching, no scouting, no schedule to write, no meetings, no bullshit and no hassle. It’s just all there on a plate, like some gift? An inheritance? A lottery win? I

  won’t be happy with you at all if this is a joke, mate.’




  ‘It’s straight up.’




  ‘Too good to be true?’




  ‘I can smell a turd, mate. This smells legit.’




  There was a long silence from Dan. ‘When do we start?’




  ‘Saturday.’




  ‘Saturday?’




  ‘This Saturday.’




  ‘This Saturday!’




  







  THREE




  From Maximillian Solomon’s production notes:




  

    

      The original headquarters of The Last Gathering has become available for rental and is between tenants. I’ve secured permission to film inside. Exterior and

      interior footage is, I would say, essential to our project. One of the original members of The Last Gathering will meet you at the address below, and provide an interview about life in the very

      heart of where it all began in 1967. Her name is Susan White, aka Sister Isis [see biography section]. We have the 11th and 12th of June to record this segment.


    


  




  CLARENDON ROAD, HOLLAND PARK, LONDON. 11 JUNE 2011. NOON.




  ‘This was ours with the red door. It wasn’t red back then. They’ve painted it.’ Speaking as the first of her small feet touched the pavement, Susan White

  jabbed a thin hand at the three storeys of elegant Georgian stone. Her Hackney cab shuddered away from the kerb, its black carapace gleamed in the dull aluminium light of the overcast sky.




  Kyle returned his attention to the spectacle of mad white hair atop a hunched body that was Susan White. She hurled an immediate impression of absurdity at the onlooker. Clown. The word

  popped into Kyle’s head. His smile was determined to become laughter. He avoided Dan’s eyes, whose surprise also boiled towards laughter. Dan turned his broad back away and began a

  pretence of adjusting the camera. If they exchanged just one glance, they would lose it.




  Green eyeshadow had been applied in an operatic fashion and an absence of lips enforced a painting-on of a red mouth. Under the wild snowy hair, a pale scalp was too visible. She’d clearly

  made an effort for her confession, with an outfit that hit that curious middle ground between high fashion and rag-market bad taste that only a trained eye could determine the difference between.

  Sunlight through the vast canopy of the trees made shadows dapple and piebald her amethyst dress. A turquoise shawl rustled about meagre shoulders to complete the ensemble.




  But for a period of time that went beyond being awkward, Susan White never once removed her rheumy eyes from the tall flat facade of the house.




  Kyle spoke to repress his urge to grin. ‘Hi Susan. Or do you prefer Sister Isis?’




  Her small brittle body turned and lurched at him, the head extended in rebuke. Crystals on thongs drooped from her scrawny neck and chimed together, their sound accompanied by wooden bracelets

  rattling on her thin wrists. ‘Never call me that!’




  Kyle flinched. The elderly woman cast a wary glance back at the house, as if this sufficed to explain her reaction to the name the cult had given her. ‘Not here. Please. Susan is

  fine.’




  ‘Susan it is.’ Kyle took her cold hand. The skin papering it was transparent; black veins networked under livered flesh, but the skin was as smooth as lambskin against his fingers.

  He looked into her intense blue eyes. ‘This is Dan. My partner in crime.’ He nodded at Dan, who turned towards them at the mention of his name. His face was red and his eyes filled with

  water from suppressing laughter.




  ‘Can you feel it?’ she said, her attention again reclaimed by the house.




  Here we go. Trying too hard. He hoped she wouldn’t see his abject disappointment. It was a dull day on a West London street that recognized nothing but its own tranquil

  elegance in any season; a setting too incongruous for what Susan White already suggested. Her attempt to conjure an atmosphere of lingering presences and special psychic boundaries immediately

  wearied him. His estimation of Max’s ability to find suitable interviews also plummeted. Having a creature like Susan White in the film would undermine any credence of the surviving

  adepts’ mystical claims; the very sight of the woman encapsulated all that was ridiculous about the sixties.




  Kyle nodded at Dan; a cue to switch from the exterior shots they’d been shooting of the street and building to set up for the first close-ups of Sister Isis. ‘Feel what?’ His

  question was more abrupt than he’d intended.




  Silver earrings jingled against her pantomime cheeks when she shook her head. ‘I . . . I’ve not felt that way since 1969. Extraordinary.’ She closed her eyes and turned her

  head on an angle, as if listening to distant music. Her face seemed more haggard in the skein of sunlight that found it, if that were possible. The harsh lines scoring her chin deepened as her

  mouth sagged. ‘This is the first time I’ve been back.’




  Kyle rolled his eyes. Dan smiled, and occupied himself with the light meter closer to the house, where Kyle wanted an establishing shot of Susan beside the front door. ‘And you live in

  Brighton.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Never fancied revisiting old times then?’




  ‘Could not bear to.’ Susan White now kept her eyes closed against the sight of the house. But tottered forward like a woman upon black ice. Quickly but carefully, Kyle put the boom

  and sound mixer down, and moved to her side. Susan clasped his forearm. ‘I’m not sure I can.’




  Dan peered over to see what Kyle wanted of him. But Kyle didn’t know whether it was appropriate to film her discomfort and frailty before a proper introduction, or even a semblance of

  familiarity had been established; probably not, though he wanted to. This was good footage: forty-two years after The Last Gathering fled the building and an ex-member was collapsing at the mere

  sight of the place.




  The light was fine, but they’d need to mic her up and do sound levels quickly if they were to get any of this. After catching Kyle’s eye, Dan hurriedly fitted the camera back on the

  tripod.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. The powder on her face looked ready to fall away in floury platelets.




  ‘You want some water?’ He looked up at Dan and mouthed hurry.




  ‘Please.’ Susan sat down upon the first of seven steps that led up to the stone porch. She seemed to have sunk inside her dress, which now looked uncannily like a set of robes

  sweeping about her little feet. Her spine curved like a sickle, as if it suffered from a deformity.




  Kyle uncapped his bottle of water. She gulped at it with her withered mouth, then gasped and offered the bottle back to him. The rim was smeared with red lipstick and he knew he wouldn’t

  be drinking from it again. ‘You’re very kind. Thank you,’ Susan said, which snapped Kyle out of his unpleasant thoughts with a pang of guilt; she was old and frightened.

  ‘You have to understand . . . But how could you? How foolish of me.’




  ‘Just get your wind back. Get yourself settled. And then—’




  She clutched the back of his hand. Looked up; her eyes so bright with genuine fear, he thought her seriously disturbed. ‘What happened here. What began here. It was terrible. There are so

  few of us . . .’ She actually trembled inside her collapsed garments.




  ‘Are you all right? A doctor?’ Kyle felt his scalp tingle with panic at the suggestion of a medical emergency, though her insinuation about the ‘evil’ house left him

  totally unaffected. He tried to remember C.P.R. Nothing came to him besides something vague about tilting the head back, and forming a seal over the mouth. Now it was his turn to shudder.




  ‘I thought I’d be all right. I told Max I would be all right. I don’t want to let him down. He sent train tickets to me and everything.’




  Kyle looked at Dan, who had raised two impossibly thick eyebrows.




  ‘If this upsets you too much,’ Kyle said, ‘we can talk somewhere else.’




  Susan shook her head. ‘No. No. What’s the point of me being upset now!’ Then more quietly, she said, ‘Bit late for that.’




  A woman in tight jeans and high heels paused beside Dan. Kyle heard Dan say, ‘OK, I think. Just a funny turn.’ The woman nodded, her smooth face creased by a frown. She carried on,

  the tips of her heels ringing out in the damp air.




  ‘Susan.’ Kyle held her hand. ‘You OK now?’




  ‘I feel foolish,’ she whispered.




  ‘Don’t. We’re really grateful you made the effort to come up. You sure you can do this?’




  She nodded. ‘People need to know. They need to. Max is right.’ She screwed her face up and tried to stand. Kyle helped her back to her feet. ‘So much of me is still stuck

  inside there. And I wanted to see if I could get it back. By coming here.’




  ‘Flats now. But we had the whole place. Right to the roof.’ Susan White miraculously regained her strength on the inside. As they did the walk-through, she flapped

  about the ground-floor rooms like a flightless tropical bird trying to escape its captors.




  All three of the luxury flats the building had been subdivided into were now vacant after a recent renovation. Steely light shone through the large sash windows and warmed the empty spaces,

  gilded laminate floors and silvered the bare walls in three unfurnished ground-floor rooms and the kitchen. A scent of fresh paint lingered about the white walls, the skirting boards, and the

  wainscoting around the high ceilings; all vast and spotless save for the decorative moulds framing the light sockets, from which bare bulbs hung on cables.




  ‘In here they printed the magazine, Gospel. We sold it all over London! In there was the office, where we brought the donations. Every day at six!’




  Once she burned off the initial excitement, Kyle would need to step in and slow her down, then partition her narrative between the rooms to vary the footage; take it room by room as Susan

  imparted stories about the purpose of each space. He’d cut her narration with B-roll slides from the London period. They’d take light readings and line up the sound in each room as they

  moved through the building; do every segment from two cameras. In all of his films he edited mentally as they shot.




  Downside: there was little variety to form backdrops to Susan’s dialogue. The rooms would have been better furnished, so they’d have to do something clever with the lighting. There

  was a front room with the glamorous street in view; a rear ground-floor room overlooking a painfully green garden; a second smaller bedroom; and the sombre stone steps before the front door. Two

  higher storeys had the same floor plan as the ground level, and there was a basement too according to Max’s notes. The entire second floor had been the penthouse for Sister Katherine, which

  he’d shoot last.




  In the rear room the sun wasn’t so bright. Kyle asked Dan about the lights. ‘I’ll throw something soft against a wall. Use white paper. Bounce the light off. Maybe use a

  background light too. A rim. Get some ambience.’




  They’d learned through experience to adapt the lights to each unique environment on location, at whatever time of day or night they shot. He knew what most of his peers would do here:

  they’d use a fill light and blanche Susan’s face because of all the white walls.




  ‘Key light can go on her face from the side. Get some depth, get all that character she has.’ Dan grinned.




  ‘Good man. Could even use the soft tubes,’ he dropped his voice to a whisper, ‘get some Lon Chaney action going on.’




  Dan wandered off and left Kyle looking through the viewfinder of the second camera, the Panasonic HVX200, until Dan called for him from somewhere in the rear of the building.




  In the room across the hall from the kitchen, Susan stood in silence in the middle of the bare floor. Painted claws clasped to her cheeks, her intense eyes gazed at the

  ceiling.




  Here we go. Though her stance and expression eroded his immediate suspicion of more hamming.




  ‘In here. The renunciation began.’




  Dan took up a position to the side of Susan, to check the light.




  ‘Maybe we should start here then, Susan?’ Kyle offered. ‘With the renunciation.’ He kneeled down and untangled the cables and unpacked the sound equipment.




  Susan removed a tissue from her clutch bag, sniffed, dabbed under her nose on both sides. ‘I gave away so much in here. So much of myself. And have never stopped wondering whether it was

  the right thing to do.’




  ‘What was it, the renunciation?’




  Susan held two hands in the air as if she hadn’t heard Kyle. He still wasn’t sure if she would play up like this for the camera, or whether she was so eccentric she was already

  oblivious to what a freak show she would be on screen. ‘She presided over everything. Every session. Listening. Always listening. Assessing us. Gathering intelligence. Things she

  could use. Later. Use against us. I have never forgiven her. I knew it would end badly for her.’




  Kyle looked up. ‘Why do you say that?’




  Susan laughed to herself, as if he and Dan weren’t present. Sniffed, dabbed at the corner of her lurid eyes with the tissue. ‘We gave her everything. Everything to be a part of this.

  Our families, our jobs. You have to understand, some people left marriages. And their children. Their poor little children.’




  ‘So what went on in this room?’




  ‘Sessions. Sometimes they went on all night. Started in the evening and finished in the morning when you were empty. Endless, it was endless. She was a seer of our shames. We were here to

  be cleansed of our pasts, our woes . . . responsibilities, disappointments . . . our attachments to anything but her. Everything. Memories even. She wanted everything. All of it. Out of us.

  Everything that makes us people. Makes us unique. Anything that was a barrier between us and her.




  ‘You have to understand, back then, we were different. Buttoned up. Terrified of boredom. Of being trapped. Afraid of the world ending. We were young. We wanted adventure. Life! We had so

  much to say. To prove.’ Breathless with excitement and shaking with emotion, Susan turned to Kyle. He paused in his hurried attaching of the XLR cables to the second camera and DAT sound

  recorder. Her eyes flashed wide and bright. A pinkish hue grew beneath the heavy make-up. ‘Think of finding a mentor, a teacher, who could release you from yourself.’




  ‘This was Sister Katherine, yeah?’




  She slapped a hand against her forehead. ‘Someone to unclench the fist here.’ Dan jumped behind the first camera tripod. She slapped her bony chest. ‘And here. Wouldn’t

  you take it? I was a bloody typist. I lived at home. With Mum and Dad. But I wanted music and love and friends. I wanted to do something, be someone, to live. And this was new. You could talk here.

  Say anything. I was so shy, but she freed me. She could be so kind. She was your best friend and your mother and your priest in the beginning. Oh, I cried here. Cried as it all came out.

  You’ve no idea how good it felt. For all of us. To be here, together, sharing this. Young and foolish and in love all of the time. Living a life without secrets, but seeking the greater

  mysteries of life. We thought we were so free.’ Susan stopped. She released a long, weary exhalation and said, ‘And before we knew it, she had us all.’




  ‘You stayed with The Last Gathering for two years. Why did it take you so long to leave?’




  Kyle wore the cans, had the sound mixer slung over one shoulder, and held the mic boom with both hands. He stood behind the second camera, while Dan filmed a close-up of Susan with the first

  camera. She was wired up with two Sennheiser radio mics. All three mics went into a hard-drive field recorder beside Kyle’s right foot. It was already the second take because Susan’s

  scarf had been playing hell with the sound on the first one. They were rushing and hadn’t noticed the scarf when lining up the sound. Dan had set up both cameras to get parallel shots of

  Susan from different angles at the same time; they knew from experience to get as many cutaways as possible to give Finger Mouse a palette if the interview became long. Which was just as well,

  because it was as if a dam had broken inside Susan White ever since she stepped inside.




  ‘Oh, no, you couldn’t leave Katherine. No, no, no.’ Susan stood beside the sash window of the room on the first floor, and stared at the garden. ‘And we were special.

  We’d beaten the system, you know. We were very pleased with ourselves for what we achieved by being a part of this.’




  ‘But you gave her all of your money to be included.’




  ‘We didn’t need anything! I sold whatever I owned. Some jewellery from my grandmother. Cashed in my little savings account at the post office. I gave it all to her. To the Gathering.

  The same thing, really. Katherine was the Gathering. A few poor girls gave up big inheritances, you know. Like Sister Urania and Sister Hannah. Trusts. Surrendering your worldly self was essential

  for entrance. One couldn’t be a part of the family otherwise.’




  ‘It must have impressed you.’




  ‘It was a movement. A future! A revolution, we thought. We were to be wandering missionaries. Reliant on our wits, you know. We had to “purge” ourselves “through

  poverty” she used to say. Start again. Rebirth.’ Susan paused and shook her head. ‘But I think the only thing that kept us going was the kindness and charity of

  strangers.’




  ‘What was this floor of the Temple used for?’




  Susan looked about the floor. ‘We slept in here. And in those two rooms back there. The kitchen was used as a quiet room then, where we prepared for the sessions, or sat and thought about

  what we had learned from the previous night’s meeting. Sat and thought of how greedy and needy and selfish and jealous and childish we were.




  ‘About fifteen of us slept on the floors in here, in sleeping bags. On thin mats. There were people everywhere. At one point there were over fifty of us living in this building. You had no

  privacy. It was forbidden. For two years of my life I slept in this room.’




  ‘But you stayed.’




  Susan threw her head back and shrieked with laughter. ‘We were celebrities, my dear man. Famous! People loved us. Barefoot in summer, or sandals. Tight leather boots in winter. Black capes

  and long dresses. We were witchy, darling. And the guys with their little shaped beards and long hair. Their intense eyes. The pentagrams in red silk thread. Or the Circle of Solomon, the ankh, the

  Celtic knot embroidered on our uniforms. What we believed in was irrelevant, but we had charisma, darling. We were dangerous. I mean, the stories the press used to write about us. Our orgies!

  Worshipping the devil, they said. Black masses! Nudity!’




  ‘Was it all exaggeration?’




  ‘Ridiculous. Every bit of it. We remained celibate as adepts for the entire first year. And later on, only after a promotion, could you go with a guy. But only the ones that she

  chose for you. Never the ones you wanted. Unless you were a favourite, of course.’




  Susan narrowed her eyes, and gave the camera a knowing look that Kyle picked up on the laptop they were using as a monitor. ‘But men were intrigued by us Gathering girls. Katherine only

  allowed make-up and perfume when we were out collecting donations and selling the Gospel. Encouraged us to flirt, she did. Made us better collectors. She taught us how to look into their

  eyes and to smile sweetly, like innocent little nuns and country girls. Guileless. “Make them dream of another life,” she used to say. “Our life. And you.” But we could be

  aloof too. She taught us how. So were we virgins or were we whores? Men never knew. Were we a cover for devil worship, and temptation? I think Katherine had a peculiar relationship with sex. With

  men and their desires. But she was happy to let us use it to get donations. Make no mistake about that.’




  ‘I’ve never been in here.’ Susan shook her head in disbelief in the rooms that had once formed Sister Katherine’s former penthouse, astounded by the

  discovery that so much light and space even existed on the top floor of the building. ‘No one beside The Seven were ever permitted up here. She had a front door with a big brass knocker put

  in at the top of the staircase to separate herself from us down below.’




  The top storey of the building had been remodelled just like the flats downstairs: wood floors, white walls, fresh paint. What it had looked like in the Gathering’s London heyday Kyle

  could only imagine. No photographs had ever been found.




  ‘Who were The Seven?’




  ‘One of the reasons I left, dear. Her chosen. A lot of people were promoted and then demoted from The Seven in the first year. But her favourites for most of the last year in London were

  Serapis, Belus, Orcus, Ades and Azazel. And Sisters Gehenna and Bellona. They were bullies who kept control for her. They had this way of being aloof all of the time. They never smiled, but they

  would turn and stare, intensely, straight at you. Inside you. And when they did, you were terrified. Of displeasing Katherine. Who they reported to, of course. We were always so scared it would be

  our turn next for an attack in the sessions for being weak, for letting the Gathering down.’




  Kyle’s instincts told him they were getting good material. Not just Susan’s natural storytelling and the abundance of information she was supplying with few prompts, but the lighting

  looked fantastic on the monitor. Dan had created a claustrophobic feel around Susan as she spoke in each room. It helped dispel his earlier misgivings about her and the empty location. But what he

  had picked up in the building’s ambient sound, while he lined up the levels in each room as the shoot progressed, was an unexpected bonus.




  Since Coven in Scotland, when he accidentally recorded some inexplicable subterranean noises in a tunnel beneath a ruined Bishop’s Palace, he’d made sure to record a lot of

  ambient outdoor sound and indoor tone in every location on their last film, Blood Frenzy. What he could pick up was often better than music for the soundtrack, and the ocean sounds of the

  Swedish forest alone had formed the entire soundtrack to the Blood Frenzy documentary; he’d never needed anything else to suggest such a sense of belittling vastness and age in a

  Boreal forest. But inside his cans, before they recorded Susan’s renunciation segment, deep inside the cult’s West London headquarters, he’d heard what sounded like a distant

  crowd. Before it faded, he’d then become certain it was wind. Far off. But like it had struck the top floor of the house. And come inside.




  The boom mic must have picked up draughts and air currents in a riser, because all the windows were shut; they’d checked to reduce traffic noise. But the house had supplied its own

  naturally eerie sound effect, and one they’d be hard pressed to find in a sound library.




  ‘Susan, can you tell us about Katherine’s changing role?’ Susan was nervous again. Or anxious after her disclosure about The Seven, or by the very fact that she was actually

  inside the penthouse. ‘Susan? Susan?’




  She looked up. He repeated the question.




  ‘Yes. Yes. Katherine. In the second year she rarely led a session. She withdrew up here.’ Susan peered about the walls, as uncomfortable as a kitten beneath a shadow. ‘That

  would have been in 1969. We saw less and less of her from the Christmas of the previous year. After April of 1969, I never saw her again.’




  ‘She completely withdrew?’




  ‘Totally. Stayed up here. When we were out during the day, she tutored The Seven. They ran the sessions through the night in her absence.’




  ‘So while you slept thirty to a room, she had this entire floor to herself?’




  Susan rolled her eyes. ‘And her dogs. Her beloved “vargs”, who ate like kings. That’s when it became known as the penthouse by some of us who were fed up. She’d

  taken to wearing a purple gown too. Imperial purple with an ermine collar. And The Seven wore red. You know, to set them apart. As the leaders. Our spiritual guides. But I didn’t like it.

  This sudden exclusivity, when we were all supposed to be in it together.’




  ‘Is that why you left, because of the hierarchy she imposed?’




  ‘That was one of my reasons. She began electing favourites amongst us adepts too. Usually girls. The best earners and arse-lickers. The girls who indulged her without threatening her. The

  clever ones. The ones most like her. Manipulative. Who had their choice of the guys. And her favourites were always the attractive girls. Because she used them as honey-traps, and they started

  giving personal meditation and therapy sessions to private clients. Rich marks. Most of us were forced into celibacy and she was running call girls, dear. These girls would do anything for her, for

  the Gathering. You know she’d been a madam in her former life?’




  Kyle nodded as he watched the monitor.




  ‘Well, we never knew all that then. That all came out later, after what happened in America. But she set up rooms on Wimpole Street for her favourites. A couple of the pretty boys too.

  Gave them very expensive gifts as rewards for their services. They had their own room on the first floor, at the front. To motivate the rest of us and to make us jealous, to pine even harder for

  her attention. And we must have given ourselves away. How we felt. The long faces. Chatter. Gossip. The Seven had informers amongst us. Oh, yes.’




  ‘So what do you think she was doing up here?’




  Susan screwed up her small face with frustration and anger. ‘We were told Katherine existed up here in a state of permanent repose, meditating. But that she was with us always. Her

  presence. That she knew everything about us, all of the time. What each of us thought, and felt. The Seven said she was protecting us. And assessing us for election. For ascent. But of course,

  we’d already confessed everything about ourselves in the early days of the Gathering, so she knew all of our secrets. She had a pretty good idea of what we were susceptible to. And on her

  instruction, The Seven used that information to accuse us of dissent. In the sessions. To weed people out. And they always seemed right about us. We couldn’t deny what we were accused of, so

  we just confessed to more and more.’




  ‘Why did you do that?’




  ‘We were desperate to be accepted. Terrified of exclusion. Of her disapproval if we did not confess something. Her retreat from us just added to the secrecy, the mystery of it all. Of her.

  Oh, she was clever. And lazy. Being up here only made her more powerful without lifting a finger. Everything she did was strategic.’




  ‘What did she do, Susan, to people who fell out of favour with her?’




  ‘There were terrible penalties for disobedience in my second year. Terrible.’




  ‘Can you tell us? Was this physical punishment?’




  ‘In a way. But at first you would just be excluded. Which was even worse than what came later. You were mocked by the others in the Gathering, who were told to say the most awful things

  about you in the sessions. In that room, where we’d renounced everything. In that place of openness and nurturing and togetherness. It was like a sacrilege. What it turned into.’




  ‘But is it true there was physical abuse here?’




  Susan moved her face into a scowl. ‘Yes, but not like they said in the papers. You had to do it to yourself. With the ropes. You know, beat yourself. I never saw anyone thrashed by anyone

  else. I don’t think that ever happened here. But they got the idea for it here. For what they did in France and America. Physical humiliation. To degrade a person physically in front of the

  whole group. Use them as examples. I only saw it get physical about four times here, when they made some of the adepts beat themselves with the ropes. What’s it called? A flail.’




  ‘And all that time, she was up here. Leading a life of luxury.’




  Susan nodded. ‘I began to feel like a slave. Out there all day, selling that wretched magazine. It was hopeless. Some days you wouldn’t sell a single copy while the best sellers were

  rewarded. I couldn’t bear it any more. I ended up just begging for money. I hated coming back here. Because they would punish me and the others who fell below their targets, by making us stay

  out all night until we reached the donations set us each morning. Is that what we had become, penniless slaves? Some girls even, you know, exchanged favours for money. On the street.’




  ‘Was this the catalyst for you? The final straw? Working so hard for no reward, while she enriched herself?’




  ‘I, I need to sit down. Do you have any more water?’




  Kyle walked into shot and helped Susan to the floor, where she sat crumpled into herself. Outside, the sun had lowered; the sky fumed with orange and pink clouds, the sky in between the clouds

  purpled. He gave her the bottle stained by her lipstick and stared at the little collapsed figure on the floor. Once again, Susan White had been reduced in this place. No wonder she could barely

  face looking at it from outside.




  When they restarted, she stared into the middle distance, as if forgetting the cameras were even in the same room. It was no longer clear who she spoke to. Three times, Dan asked her to look

  into the camera.




  ‘I suppose I made the decision to leave when I was out selling the Gospel in the second year. I remember a day when I was feverish and cold and wet. I had a terrible flu and I was

  somewhere behind the British Museum. I fainted. Then I came to and I was sick. So I went to rest on a bench. That day I was with Sister Hera, but I couldn’t find her. So I just sat on my own,

  on this bench, soaked to the skin. Without a shred of dignity or self-respect left. I was broken. And as I sat alone in the rain on that bench feeling very sorry for myself, I picked up a copy of

  the Evening Standard. Someone had left it on the bench and I went to raise it and keep my head out of the wet, and I saw a headline. You know, like it was a sign. Everything was a sign

  back then. You have to understand, it’s how we saw the world. And the headline said something like, “London’s Top Spiritualists Revealed”. And I turned the pages and I

  looked at this article. And there she was. Katherine. In the society pages. Dressed like a film star, at some party. With jewellery and beautiful hair. Surrounded by glamorous people. And there I

  was, dying in the rain. Well I went straight to the seller and I bought twenty copies. Spent all of the money I’d earned that day. And I brought those papers back here and I gave them out. To

  show people who it was we were working for. What we were working for, out there in the rain and the cold, day in, day out. I asked them, is this what we have given up everything for?’




  ‘Did it begin a revolt here?’




  Susan shook her tired head. ‘No. Not really. It just confirmed what those of us who were fed up believed about Katherine. People had started leaving around that time anyway. In droves.

  She’d had threatening letters from the parents of Sister Urania. A powerful, wealthy family. Her inheritance was being paid to Katherine every month from a trust fund. I heard that Sister

  Hannah’s lawyers were constantly writing to Katherine too. It was all starting to go wrong. Very wrong. Attracting the wrong kind of attention. Especially after what Charles Manson had done

  in California. But I’d say the majority of the people just accepted what I had found in the newspaper. They were too in love with her. Devoted to her. Nothing could change that. Even I gave

  the Gathering another chance, despite what my intuition was telling me.’




  ‘What happened to you for bringing the papers here? Were you punished?’




  ‘No. Katherine sent me a gift instead. Pearl earrings. We were forbidden jewellery. I didn’t understand. How could I? But then . . . then something else came here that winter. We

  called it the holy dread. And that really was the final straw for me.’




  Kyle’s gut tightened inside; this was what Max wanted. ‘Can you tell us how it began, Susan? What form it took?’




  She nodded, visibly uncomfortable again, and tired. In fact, he wasn’t sure he’d seen anyone look so fucked before. ‘It wasn’t just the nature of the sessions that

  changed under The Seven. The atmosphere changed. Everything changed. The ideals of our group changed. Significantly. That’s what brought it about.’




  ‘How so?’




  ‘It wasn’t about self-discovery any more, like in the days of the renunciation. We weren’t exploring ourselves in the same way. It was no longer about equality in the group, or

  honesty with yourself. Instead, the emphasis was on being chosen. We’d always thought ourselves special. Different, you know. But now we were taught to feel superior to anyone not a

  part of our Gathering. We were encouraged to feel contempt. It was a contempt that was being cultivated. For the world outside of our walls. And for the first time, people started using the name

  “Crude” to describe anyone who wasn’t part of our little family here.




  ‘I remember being told that taking anything to support the Gathering was now justified. In the service of Sister Katherine, we could be free of guilt. We were to be free of conscience and

  compassion. It was all about self-belief now. Our will was to be focused on the interests of the Gathering. “Empowerment through enrichment” was one of our new mottos. We were taught to

  use people, and encouraged to practise on each other.
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