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 Pall Mall, London 
 
    December 15th 1858 7pm. 
 
    (A Prologue) 
 
      
 
    Hush.  
 
    Hush now. Be still, for the library is ahead and the night grows dark. Listen to me well! This commotion you make would drive away the most gregarious of spirits, make no doubt of that! Come. Hold this candle and I shall strike a match.  
 
    There. Yes, yes. I know that it is but a pauper’s candle. You think that I cannot see how the flame is weak and guttering, the light it brings to this chill corridor pale and pallid? Yet it will suffice. Come. We must draw closer. 
 
    My, how the library door creaks and moans from lack of oil when it opens. Please try not cry out when it slams shut behind us. You will disturb our visitor if you do! 
 
    It sets my mind wandering as it always does when I stand here in the library, for it is the quietest of places, both dusty and cold, lit only by the sickly light from this torpid wick. Observe how the tired and reluctant wax slowly pools in the candle holder in which I hold it. 
 
    Yet if a library is indeed the quietest of places, what then if all the words in these books could speak? Then surely it would be the most tumultuous of rooms, would it not? Every word, every vowel screaming out aloud for attention in a maelstrom of speech and words. Just think of it! If every book was a tale of a life, or perhaps many lives. What a seething mass of humanity would whirl and rage about us here! The lies, the sin. The joy, the happiness. The unrequited love and the solitary fool. All would rage and vie for our attention I am sure. 
 
    And yet. My imagination runs away from me, for there is naught but silence here. As quiet as the grave this place. Yet over on the far side of the room another man sits, candle on table, silently reading. 
 
    He does not know that we are here of course. 
 
    How could he? 
 
    So shall we approach, you and I? Come. Look at his clothes. Fine cloth and fancy cologne I fear. Let us lean over and peer at what occupies his attention so. We shall be the spirits at his shoulder you and I.  
 
    Come close. 
 
    Come close and see what it is that he reads….  
 
      
 
    I have a fancy sometimes that each man’s life is like a book, a thing to be peered into and examined; assessed even. It is a curious use of my imagination for in my day to day life I fear that I am not prone to either distraction in the form of daydreams or to sally forth on flights of fancy. Yet if I were a book then what would my assessment of myself be? My opinions are sure, and strongly held. This I feel is a good thing to be a man who has short shift with any feelings of self-doubt. 
 
    It is said by many that manners maketh a man, but in my humble opinion this is quite simply not true. In my experience I have found that this will never be the case for I believe that it is more commonly found that a man’s standing is not governed by his ability to feign a kindness or indeed to express an interest where logically there is no interest at all! Manners and pleasantries are for the weak and I, Jacob Ewan, solemnly declare that I have often felt that a man’s ability to gauge his proper and correct station in life can always be measured by the prosperity of his day to day existence; by the condition of his financial standing in property or bonds as well as the regard he is held in by his peers or indeed the worthies of his profession.  It is true of all levels of society of course. The lowliest pauper may by his demeanour prove himself to be looked upon with suspicion and distrust. His lowly ranking in a fair and decent society is apparent to all he may encounter. The same rules simply cannot be applied to the highest in the land or to those of an elite standing, whose superiority may be considered to be without question. 
 
     A gentleman's quality however (although it may be by his ranking assumed), is at best of almost a higher calling; for here he is forever a product of his club and his school. It is most certainly the case that it is these venerable institutions that define who he is and how his place in society is secured.  It therefore hardly needs noting that both my school and club are beyond reproach; of the highest note. 
 
    This is of course what I deserve, since my breeding and standing were secured by my parent’s place in society before me. I was destined from an early stage for the highest public school, and my membership of my club was sure to follow. Within the elite amongst whom I move on a daily basis there are very few whom I would consider my betters, though I am sure that those I do consider to be placed in a higher ranking position in society than I would no doubt look favourably upon me because of the circumstance and elevation of my birth. 
 
     Yet I spend too much time reminiscing, which is unlike me! Suffice to say that gone now forever are the halcyon days of my youth, the debauchery and frivolity of my school days by now a long forgotten and time shrouded memory. Now I am a pillar of society, and my elevation is to all ends and purposes a result of good solid hard work and an eye on bettering my position that is the result of nobody’s efforts other than my own. 
 
    In short, I prosper; and it is my ongoing aim and desire to reap the rewards of my advancement to ensure I receive that which I consider is now due to me. 
 
     One of these objects of my desire is that of a much sought after membership of the Earl of Ranleigh’s club, for acceptance as a patron of this fine gathering of gentlemen of refinement and quality is a sure sign of one’s worth by society’s great and good. Long have I desired membership of this seemingly unattainable plateau of social advancement. Yet this was out of my own hands, for acceptance by this fine band of elevated brothers is by invitation only. 
 
     It is said that the secrecy surrounding who is, or indeed who is not a member of this fine body of men was fierce, for all those already in possession of membership were sworn to secrecy. However, once a gentleman of quality became a member then so elite were the people therein that advancement in society was supposedly assured. All of this of course served to make my desire to become a member even stronger. My current club suited me as a means to an end, but it was this elevation that I sought out with my every waking hour. 
 
     In my administrative work within the civil service, of which I am permitted to say no more than that, I feel that I had brought my talents and pedigree to the attention of my superiors, and my advancement has been rapid. Upon taking Emily as my wife and siring two fine sons I was then recognised as a family man, and this was also seen by my elders and betters to be a sign of my dependability and good sense. Marriage and a family were expected of a man of my station of course, and I attended to my new duties as a father and husband as society demanded but no more. 
 
    No, my joy was my work and it was into this that I threw all my attention and vigour. I had by now settled very nicely into rural life in the Home Counties, but during the week my place of abode was accommodation in the better half of the city. Here I maintained several servants, travelling to my home at the end of the week, before returning somewhat gladly to the city on the seven fifteen steam train on a Monday morning. 
 
    It was while residing at my country residence on a cold and wintery Saturday morning that I received the invitation. It was early in December and the weather had been appalling. On my journey from the city back to my country residence I was of the mind on several occasions that the train would surely be unable to reach its journey’s end, so frightful were the blizzards and howling gales that seemed to buffet the railway carriage in which I sat as it made its way into the countryside. The guard had made his way along the train first class section of course, assuring all and sundry that we were in no peril whatsoever, yet I was not so sure and so therefore I was of good heart when we finally reached journeys end and I spotted my hansom cab waiting outside the station, the lit oil lamps illuminating the gloom about the path, snow fluttering about Gabriel Moon, the driver, as he sat shivering atop the cab waiting for my arrival. 
 
    It may seem to be an oddity on my behalf to name my driver by his given Christian and surname, but it is such a strange name that the two words seem almost to belong together. It is certainly not my habit to be over familiar with servants. A man of my station has to keep a firm hand on his staff, and yet when I think of him it is always as, “Gabriel Moon”, and not just “Moon” which is how I would address my other servants, if indeed I address them at all. The household I am sure you realise is Emily’s task and by and large I leave her to it. A sharp word here and there and an occasional raised voice on my behalf seem to be sufficient to keep them on the straight and narrow. 
 
    Having left the train and slid along the snow and ice covered path I entered my carriage, and now I watched Gabriel Moon urging the horse on through the snow and therefore towards my home. I reflected upon the fact that I had often considered the hansom to be an affection on my behalf, for it was not suited at all to the rutted and tortuous country roads that led from the station to my estate. Yet I felt it gave my journeys from home to station an air of exclusivity, and quite often I was pleased to note workers on farms or on the fields pausing in their labours as I passed by to observe my fine carriage with envy and I suspect, humility. 
 
    Not this night however, for man and beast were not straying far from their abodes, so cold was the weather. I pondered upon this as the snow blew about the vehicle as Moon slowly and carefully delivered me homeward. I toyed with the idea that I would have to do something about the cab, though I was not at that point quite sure what. I had noted on several of the more exclusive hansoms that they sported glass enclosures on the windows ensuring total comfort for the passenger. Sadly, this was not the case on my hansom where I sat unprotected from the worst of the weather and the snow, sitting blinking in the light of the oil lamps, snow threatening to gather on my lap. Luckily Moon had anticipated this and I was now wrapped from head to toe in a thick woollen coat that he had brought with him. Nevertheless, the cold nipped at my nose as we drove along the lane like a drunken sailor, the window howling about us as we went. 
 
    At one point I must have dozed off despite the cold and the extremities of the weather, my dreams all spoke of ice and thick, swirling banks of drifting snow. Quite probably for the first time in my life I truly understood what it was like to be cold, and I can say quite clearly without any fear of repudiation that it is not an experience I would wish to repeat.  
 
    Soon however I was startled awake and glad to see the lights of my home shining dimly through the blizzard. The cold if anything had increased and I felt chilled to the bone, my teeth chattering loudly. 
 
    So I was glad when I arrived at my destination and Moon had vanished to stable the horses and carriage to warm myself in front of the log fire that burned in my study as if it were waiting for me. I lost myself for a while in the flames dancing in the fire as I stood watching them as if entranced, but once I had warmed myself and had recovered from the onslaught of the snow outside I found that I was not feeling particularly hungry and so I drifted off to bed and slept soundly. 
 
    The next day the house was quiet too, my wife having taken my two sons to her sisters on the coast the week before, and they were not set to return until mid-week at best, weather permitting. I will not pretend this was a hardship for I was glad to relax at the weekend and allow my staff to tend to my needs. As I settled myself down into bed to sleep the next night I noted the snow still battering at the leaded window, and extinguishing the lamp I let the warmth of the bed comfort me. I had spent a full day at home by now but it had been uneventful and I had made such a restful time of it that I struggled to remember the day’s events though I did recall spending a lot of time in front of the fire in my study reading. Soon however I was asleep and my dreams were uneventful and untroubled. 
 
     The next day I awoke and looked through the window to the sight of thick, blanketed snow lying about the grounds of the house. The snow had stopped falling by now however and the sun lay upon the banked snow as if attempting to blind me, so fierce was the reflection of light. Nevertheless, I noted a long line of footprints in the garden outside, both approaching the front door of the house and then departing again. 
 
    This was almost certainly as the result of that day’s postal delivery I mused, for they seemed to be much more efficient now than they had been before my last complaint about their tardy service. Like the servants, a strong word here and there seemed to work wonders. 
 
    I dressed and made my way down to the hallway, heading for the dining room and a hearty breakfast. As I passed the door I looked to see if there was any mail on the cabinet by the door. It was the custom of the servants to leave it there for me to collect but today the cabinet was bare, which was a trifle odd, what with the footprints outside in the snow. Frowning I headed to the dining room. This was of course empty as my family were away and the servants were no doubt busy somewhere else, preparing breakfast or the like. I must say that to my surprise I did not feel particularly hungry, but it did not seem to matter for although the breakfast table was set, there did not seem to be any food or even tea about the place.  
 
    I seated myself at the table in my usual seat and instantly my attention was captured by what I must say was the most handsome envelope I have ever set my eyes upon, so exquisite was its design. The paper looked so fine and cream coloured as if it were made of some exotic cotton from the Indies. It looked as if it had a weight to the paper too, though unusually the envelope had been opened and placed face up on the tablecloth in front of me, the letter face up too by its side. 
 
    The writing on the envelope was obviously written by a hand skilled in the art of calligraphy. My address as exclusive as it was, appeared to be even more select, so beautiful was the writing on the envelope. I glanced briefly at my name on the front of the paper, but of course such an item delivered to this address could only be for I and no other. I noted the postmark and was surprised to find it had been posted only the day before. Having passed through one of the major London sorting offices its delivery had obviously not been compromised by the poor weather. My stern words to the local postmaster most certainly seem to have done the job! 
 
    I tore my attention away from the envelope, ignoring for the moment my outrage at my staff for opening my mail, though I would be sure to address that later. Peering down at the letter on my table I began to read. The writing was clearly that of a superior hand and even more impressive than that of the envelope. Avidly I began to read, steadying myself with my arm on the table at the words contained in the invitation, for that is what it was, began to sink in. It read thus: 
 
      
 
    “You are invited to an investiture dinner at the Earl of Ranleigh’s club on Wednesday the fifteenth of December in the year of our Lord One thousand eight hundred and fifty eight at seven thirty pm. Please be prompt. Your acceptance as a member into this much revered gentlemen’s club will be held in the company of nine other attendees who will have also been invited to join the much revered members of the Earl of Ranleigh’s club. Dinner dress is expected. A cab will be sent to the address below at seven O’clock precisely to purvey you to the club and return you to the same address later. Dinner will be hosted by The Twenty Seventh Earl of Ranleigh himself, his Lordship Artemis Apollyon, whom you are invited to join for brandy and cigars after dinner, whereupon all potential members will be required to relate a ghost story of their own experience.  Those deemed to have told a worthy story will be granted permanent membership to the club thereafter. 
 
    RSVP not required.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my head spin. I was to become a member of this most elite club at last! Finally, my elevation to a club that was worthy of the highest in the land was assured. I read the invitation again, my mind reeling. I felt like shouting aloud, and it was now that I missed my wife for I had nobody to tell my news to. I could tell a servant of course, but that would almost be as if I were sullying my elevation, for what would they know of the world of grander things viewed from their scrubbing tubs and boot polish? Nothing! Nothing at all! I paced the dining room impatiently waiting for any signs of a servant or even breakfast, but as I waited I realised that my attention was elsewhere now. So the weekend was lost to me and soon I was on my way back to London, the preceding days but a blur. 
 
    Upon the commencement of my duties in my office on the first few days of my return to work were at best obscured from my usual careful and most measured attention. All I seemed capable of holding in my mind and attention was the invitation that I had received. The day to day routine and administrative tasks that I was honoured to perform on behalf of his Majesty’s government were now little more than a distraction to me. 
 
    The days slowly passed and on the evening of Wednesday the 15th December I retired from my office early and made my way back to my residence in the city to get myself ready for what promised to be a night I had been waiting for quite some time, and though I was not over surprised at my sudden elevation, I was perhaps begrudgingly disgruntled somewhat to realise I had been waiting for it for so long, such had been its certainty to me, if not at least to the Earl of Ranleigh himself. 
 
    Upon returning home however I found that my city residence could hardly be described as a veritable hive of activity. My servants however seemed to have been instructed exactly what was expected of them and I was pleased to see as I entered my dressing room to see my best dinner jacket hanging in my wardrobe, and upon further investigation that a bath that had been run and was ready for me. This was strange as for some reason I could not seem to recall instructing them to perform these tasks, though obviously I had. Obviously my attention was fully on my imminent elevation and I had little thought of anything else at all. 
 
    I will admit that on this evening I allowed myself a little more time than was necessary to complete my ablutions, for I did not wish to hurry. Indeed, I wished to savour the preparation and therefore the moment for which I had long dreamt of and anticipated. I dressed carefully and regarded my appearance carefully in the looking glass. I felt that I looked more than acceptable, and thus took to pacing the floor of my study, invitation in hand until the appointed time of collection by the Earl of Ranleigh’s coach slowly arrived. As the clock in the hall rang the last chime of seven I heard a loud knock upon the front door and therefore made my way along the hallway to greet whoever was upon the doorstep. The identity of the visitor was obvious though, so precise was the timing of his arrival. I felt my blood race. I did so admire precision and punctuality! 
 
    Upon opening the door, I was greeted by the sight of an immaculately dressed coachman, gold braid and uniformed, waiting for me on the doorstep. He bowed politely to me as I stood in the doorway and announced in a deep voice that he was upon my convenience waiting to convey me to dinner at the Earl of Ranleigh’s Gentleman's Club in Pall Mall. He added also that we had better be underway as the snow was getting heavier, and was already deep and drifting. 
 
    Judging by the chill blowing through the half opened door to my residence I thought perhaps a hat was required as well as a thick coat and so I took my best Derby from the hat stand and placed it on my head carefully. As I was doing so the coachman made his way back out into the snow, obviously keen to set off.  I glanced in the mirror beside the door and adjusted my outerwear, reviewing my appearance. I must say that judging by how smart I looked that I am not in full agreement with the scribe Dickens, who insists that great men are seldom over-scrupulous in the arrangement of their attire. The reason for my fine apparel was of course that I was about to join the company of greats, and if I may say so myself, my reflection in the looking glass did indeed show me in a dashing manner. Finally fetching a pair of gloves and my cane to complete my outfit I was ready and stepped out into the cold night.  
 
    The snow was indeed falling heavily, the wind fierce, blowing snowflakes around me and into my face, obscuring my view. I raised one hand to steady the Derby on my head and as I did so I also staggered towards the coach that was waiting for me at the kerb. What a sight this coach was! Two huge black horses stood blinkered and almost nonchalant at the head of the carriage, upon which covered, guttering oil lamps hung on each corner of the livery. There was one more at the front too I noted through the clouds of swirling snow that blew around it. The framework of the vehicle was ornate, and varnished a deep black. The coachman stood to one side, holding the door open for me as I approached, and he helped me mount the step into the inside of the vehicle, closing the door behind me. 
 
    Immediately the raging of the wind ceased, and I was surprised to see four smaller oil lamps inside the carriage too. This was most certainly a sign of great opulence, and a satisfactorily expectant beginning to what promised to be most probably the most important evening of my time on this Earth yet. Then the coachman called out to the horses and we were underway, the glass covered windows now assailed by snow on all sides, whilst in stark contrast the interior of the carriage gave an impression of a most perfect calm and warmth. It was without question the vehicle of a gentleman of note. I brushed the slowly melting snow from the collar of my coat as I settled myself in the opulent interior of the carriage that had been sent to ease my passage to the Earl of Ranleigh’s club in Pall Mall, relishing our journey as I glanced through the coach windows as we made our way into the city. 
 
    It was not a long journey from my London residence to Pall Mall of course, but the weather made progress across the city slow and cautious. Several times I heard the coachman call to the horses in alarm. As the journey progressed the snow continued to blow against the carriage windows and increased in intensity, almost as if the cold night was driven by some form or purpose, as if it were trying to enter the relative warmth of the coach itself.  Yet I am not a man for fancies or imaginings, and so I cast my gaze about the lamp-lit carriage in which I sat., astounded once again by the opulence of the inside of the cab and dismissed these wayward thoughts from my mind. The oil lamp lit interior displayed two lions rampant on the crest of the Earl of Ranleigh which was engraved upon the inside of the elegantly trimmed doors, the entire cab smelling discretely but distinctly of freshly polished leather.  
 
    Outside the weather continued to assail the carriage as we made our way to our destination. I gazed through the glass windows, observing the snow racing around the oil lamps, flakes caught in the reflection they were casting, like moths to a flame. Yet the movement of the vehicle did not trouble me at all, so well made were its springs and general construction 
 
     Soon we had turned into Pall Mall, and eventually made it to our destination. The carriage drew to a halt outside the Earl of Ranleigh’s Club, and I heard the coachman steady the horses, his voice loud yet still trailing off in the strong wind gusting outside. There was a short pause, presumably during which the coachman disembarked from atop the carriage, and then the door opened and huge gusts of snow whirled in, the cold hitting me like a thing demented. The coachman helped me down the coach step and as I clutched my Derby to my head he assisted me up the stairs that lead to the rather opulent entrance to the club itself. 
 
    The location of the club was of course no surprise to me at all, for many a time I had stood outside on the pavement gazing avidly as gentlemen came and left, busy about their day. This was not a frequent occupation of mine I should hasten to add, but infrequently I would feel the need to come and gaze on the good and powerful as they went about their business. 
 
    I knew from a newspaper article I had closely examined that the inside of the club itself was both large and made of the finest materials, from the ceiling to the spoons, though this could equally be deduced from the facade of the building itself if one paid heed to the surroundings with more than just a passing glance. Twenty-two wide and long marble stairs led up from the street to the entrance, almost as if the physical elevation of the building was imparting important information with regards to the elevated heights of the persons gathered therein. Twin columns stood astride the entranceway, flanked by two immaculately dressed doormen, gold braid about their shoulders, white gloves and uniforms gleaming like a brazier in the cold winter air.  
 
    The coachman left me now and the doormen doffed their caps and opened the doors. Glad to be free of the onslaught of the weather I made my way into the lobby and approached the reception desk. Several gentlemen milled about the place, going about their business but the room was relatively quiet, no doubt due to the weather. 
 
    “Good evening Sir.” said the tall thin man behind what I assumed was the reception desk. He was also suitably dressed in a stiff and smartly pressed uniform, the brass buttons on his jacket gleaming brightly in the lamplight. I presented my invitation, at which the staff member glanced at me briefly before ringing a small bell on the counter. A butler appeared from behind me almost instantly, and relieving me of my hat, coat, cane and gloves led me down a long side corridor at the end of which was a large set of double doors, from which a small chink of light seemed to glow beneath the door frame. The butler knocked loudly on the door and I heard a voice from within inviting us into the room. Holding the door open for me I walked confidently into what was obviously a dining room, and the butler announced my name. 
 
    The area itself was not terribly wide but most definitely very long. A huge oblong wooden dining table ran almost the entire length of the room which at its far end consisted almost entirely of a huge roaring log fire. The heat was extremely comforting, and a definite remedy to the cold through which I had just travelled outside. It most certainly was a contrast! 
 
    The table was set for a large banquet, tall sweeping candelabra placed along the table, candles guttering in their holders, throwing soft warm light across the vast array of silver cutlery carefully arranged with what looked like military precision across the table. Slender wine glasses stood at each setting, and I was surprised to see that I seemed to be the last guest to arrive, for I slowly counted eleven other gentlemen gathered about the table, most of whom turned to look at me expectantly as I arrived. I nodded to them in a general greeting, and the fact that no man there seemed be in involved in conversation with another seemed to convey to me that all of these gentlemen were in fact strangers, as was I to them. Still I gave them a cursory glance and a quick nod, for we were surely all cut from the same cloth here, that is to say all expectant to elevation to society’s crème de la crème as the beastly French are wont to say. 
 
    My attention was drawn to the head of the table and was somewhat startled to find a young man sitting there, his chair back and his booted feet resting on the table. He seemed to lazily cast an eye over me, and nodded for the butler to close the door, which he did. The man with his boots on the table had a rakish air about him, short hair curled at the brow and dark in colour arranged neatly about his thin face. His eyes gleamed in the light of the log fire behind him, giving his pupils a tinge of red, the smile on his face turning almost into a leer, his blood red lips down turned. Yet at the same time a half smile played about his face. 
 
    I felt as if I were a mouse led before an especially large cat, and then the man seemed to recover his sense of where he was almost; to gather his wits A large friendly smile ran across his face. Instantly the boots were removed from the table and he stood and crossed behind the table to greet me.  He was surprisingly tall, and as he approached me he held his hand out, shaking mine robustly with a good firm grip. 
 
    “Artemis Apollyon.” he introduced himself as, concluding with his title, “Twenty seventh Earl of Ranleigh.” 
 
    “Your Lordship.” I bowed, giving the Earl his correct address. “I am greatly honoured by your invitation.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” He said, patting me on the shoulder and leading me to the last empty seat at the foot of the table. He of course sat at the head of the table, five other place settings being laid out on each side. He did not seem to be in any hurry to return to his place however, as he stood motionless, looking at me with great interest for a short time. Suddenly he spun on the spot, waving his arms to take in a great number of portraits that hung about the four walls, some of which by their styling and general condition seemed to be very old indeed.  
 
    “My forefathers.” he announced, laughing aloud suddenly. “A gathering of Ranleigh’s if you would.” He winked at me over his shoulder as I took my seat. “A clan as it were.”  He laughed once again and returned to the top of the table.  As he did so I took the opportunity to examine the other ten men who were collected about the table. They certainly seemed to be a mixed gathering. There were without doubt gentlemen of distinction amongst them, though it did not seem true of them all. I recollected what Mr Dickens had said about great men’s attire and considered for a moment if my opinion had been over hasty, but I dismissed it as no doubt all would be revealed sooner rather than later. I was surprised to see that the gentleman sat at the Earl’s immediate right bore an extraordinary likeness to my coach driver, Gabriel Moon, no less! Stifling the urge to laugh I took my time to examine the room instead.  
 
    As I had already noted the room was long and relatively narrow, being filled almost by the dining table. The log fire was sufficiently placed at the back of the room as not to cause too much discomfort to the host who sat at the top of the table, but nevertheless it must have been considerably warmer at the head of the table than it was at the foot though I must say that I was extremely comfortable where I had been seated. A single door was placed on the far wall through which I had just entered, and at the end of the room to the left of the fireplace a wide set of firmly closed double doors stood leading to who knows where. 
 
    “Gentlemen.” said the Earl as he stood at the head of the table. All eleven of us focused our attention on the tall man stood there, as if entranced by his pedigree and standing in society. “Welcome to my club.” We all uttered our thanks and the Earl took his seat. “Shortly I shall make introductions and of course later we shall all take a turn to tell a tale. But for now let us eat.” He clapped his hands and the single door through which I had entered almost burst open, a seemingly endless stream of butlers and servants entering carrying a multitude of platters, plates and voluminous silver tureens and began to place them on the table before beginning to serve the food. 
 
    I must say I was pleased to eat straight away, for I had been a victim of nerves since I had received the invitation and could barely recall having eaten anything since then. As we ate the Earl continued with light but short conversation. 
 
    “You must try the soup. This beef is superb!” he said apparently at random to some of those seated at his table. Several of the gentlemen about the table gave polite replies and so I found that the silence was not uncomfortable but companionable almost. 
 
    And what food it was too! Everything I tasted was superb, my mouth watering as I ate it. As par for the course the bill of fare was of course in French, which I shall not bore you with here for I consider a flowery and feminine language, much given to the waving of the hands and shaking of the head. It is without doubt not a language fit for a gentleman. Nevertheless, the Julienne soup was a delight, the finely chopped vegetables soft and succulent. The first course consisted of a delicately cooked slice of whitebait followed by an entree of a huge roasted joint of beef with delicately cooked vegetables. A huge meringue was the dessert, and by the time we reached it I would consider that every gentleman in that room could not have eaten another if it had presented itself to him. 
 
    I reflected upon the fact that if once I was a member that this was an indication of the quality of the repast available then I would be making fewer trips home at the weekend, for the cook at my country residence could not begin to parallel this repast, her fare consisting almost entirely of pale pies and country confections that hardly raised any interest to the palate at all. 
 
    Eventually the servants cleared the tables and brandy was passed around, and cigars, matches, cigar cutters and ash trays appeared in front of us all. I poured myself a large brandy to assist with my digestion and cut off the end of my cigar and lit it. Quality had not been compromised here either and I exhaled smoke across the table in satisfaction Finally the Earl rose and clinked his cigar cutter against his glass to get our attention. This was despite the fact that towards the end of the meal there had been little conversation actually proceeding at all. I had spoken to the gentlemen on either side of me once or twice, and they had of course replied politely, but the top of the table may as well have been the other side of London, so distant was the Earl from where we at the far end of the table were sat. This may be a slight exaggeration of course, but I feel it is still a valid observation nonetheless. I did from time to time cast a glance at the man who resembled Gabriel Moon at the far side of the room but he always seemed to avoid my eye somehow, which I must say I took as a lack of a mark of distinction. In addition to this his apparel seemed not to be that of a gentleman either. 
 
    “Gentleman all!” Said the Earl distinctly. “I hope you have filled yourselves with such fine repast, and now it is time for our entrance examination as it were.” He chuckled slightly to himself as if in appreciation of his own words. A huge smile played across his lips whilst several of the other gentlemen, myself included I must add, looked a little disconcerted.  “I jest of course.” he continued. “It is merely a tradition. Each one of us must tell a ghost story and if I consider it to be worthy of my attention then I shall allow you admittance to my club.” He pointed to the large double doors behind him which stayed resolutely closed. “Through there. Yet never fear I know in my heart that all gentlemen in this room are more than worthy of inclusion.” He produced a small bag and placed it on the table. “I shall pass this bag around from which you shall all take a ticket. This shall indicate the order in which the tales are told. Whilst you pass the bag around I shall make introductions.” He threw the bag to the man on his left who he had referred to as “Flanagan” I seemed to recall, oddly ignoring the man who resembled Gabriel Moon altogether. I saw Flanagan draw a ticket from the bag before he passed it on, the small sack now heading in my direction. The Earl remained standing.  
 
    “The gentleman on my right…” he said facing the opposite side of the table around which the bag was being passed, “Is Mr Jeptha Farrager, and next to him we have Byron Rothering of the once famous Rothering Hall and family. Further along we have Abraham Glackens, a man of property and tithes in the city. His neighbour is Master Elijah Farrager of Eton I believe.” 
 
     I was surprised to find one as young as him sitting here though he was no doubt of good standing, and so I nodded my head to him as did we all and Apollyon continued around the table. “Mister Dickinson Evans is next, a retired gentleman of property.” 
 
     Now it was my turn as Apollyon reached me sitting at the foot of the table facing him. He regarded me at precisely the same time that the bag of tickets reached me from the far side of the table. 
 
    “At the foot of the table we have one Mister Jacob Ewan, an administrator in the civil service, and continuing up the left hand side of the table we have Mister Geoffrey Berkeley, a London banker no less, and next to him Cornelius Radley, an engineering apprentice from the City.” Radley nodded almost as if in a bow and the earl continued. “Next we have Zachariah Faulkner, a man of property from the Devonshire hills, and to his right Seamus Flanagan who has travelled all of the way from Ireland to be with us tonight I believe.” 
 
    Flanagan nodded vaguely as if his mind was elsewhere but we all greeted him with our usual nods as seemed to be par for the course. Apollyon continued, though now there was only one person left; the man sitting directly to his left. 
 
    “The empty chair on my left is here purely to balance the place settings on either side.” He gave a broad wink. “Very important that both sides are equal, of course.” He seemed to consider this as soon as he had said it. “To start with anyway.” He finally concluded. 
 
    I felt as if I had been slapped about the face. Surely there was some mistake? I noticed that the man who looked like Moon was shuffling in his seat, and I made to draw his Lordship’s attention to the fact that the chair was not empty at all. He had already however moved on. Slowly the man turned to face me. 
 
    “And I am Gabriel Moon” he announced, much to my consternation. Moon stretched his arm across the table pointing at me, “this man’s servant.” he concluded. Yet nobody apart from myself seemed pay him much attention at all. 
 
    “Now who is to go first?” smiled the Earl as I sat thunderstruck. In an attempt to calm myself I looked at the unopened ticket clutched in my fist. I uncurled it and saw the number ten revealed there. So I was to be last! At least I would have the opportunity to gauge the opposition as it were, for I had yet to settle upon a suitable story, thinking I would no doubt be able to construct a tale of some kind when called upon to do so. As I may have stated previously, I am not a man given to daydreams or flights of fancy, but I am sure however that I could construct some cock and bull nonsense about a ghost if I really was required to do so, though for the life of me I could not see why it was necessary! Glaring at Moon once more who was still clearly unable to meet my eye I forced my attention back to the Earl. 
 
    “So who is first?” he asked, and the man of property from the city, Abraham Glackens I seemed to recall the Earl had called him turned his ticket face up. 
 
    “So it seems to always be the way for me to be the first.” he smiled in a fine deep voice.  
 
    “Indeed.” said the Earl, smiling wildly. “Now what shall be the title of this tale?” he enquired, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    The gentlemen paused slightly, as if considering this, and then drew deeply on his cigar before blowing smoke across the table, the thick grey cloud catching in the candlelight. 
 
    “I shall call it, “13 across: Extraneous pin did fatally turn” he said, and he smiled broadly. 
 
    “A curious title for a story!” Said the Earl, no doubt registering the confused look on the faces of the other gentlemen seated around the table. He then sat back in his chair and placed his boots upon the table once again in a manner that appeared to me to be at best vaguely intimidating. “So let us begin Mister Glackens, let us begin…”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    13 Across: Extraneous Pin Did 
 
    Fatally Turn 
 
      
 
    If I pride myself on anything at all then it is upon my command of the English language. I fear that far too many fools these days fail to either use or indeed understand their mother tongue! Abbreviation and slang are but an anathema to me, and as for what our American cousins have done to the Queen’s English the less said the better for it is naught but an abomination. Simplified English it is, no more than that. I cannot even look upon their ill scrawled mis-spellings without a sickness creeping into my very soul. Such ignorance is rarely rewarded, mark my words on that and of their obnoxious corruption of the Queen’s English I shall say no more! 
 
    My preoccupation with the language of my forefathers is no more evident that that by the use of my no doubt considerable linguistic skills in the solving of the daily Times Word Cross, or as it is now more commonly known, “Crossword” for some completely unfathomable reason. 
 
    My name is as you have heard, Abraham Glackens and as his Lordship the Earl of Ranleigh indicated I am a man of property in the city though these days my investments require little attention and my status could best be described as, “comfortably retired”. I am it could be said not by nature a man who admires change, and “Word Cross” seemed as good a title as any, so why change it to “Cross Word” in the first place? 
 
    The daily pitting of my wits against the compiler of these fiendish puzzles eases my mornings at the club of which I am presently a member, though of course today I seek advancement in that respect, as indeed do we all. 
 
    However, this is not my point. I am an early riser and like to be in the study of my club at precisely seven in the morning to be delivered there the day’s copy of the Times. The news holds little interest to me, though I will admit to casually glancing at it when I become stuck on a particular clue or merely require a break from my tussle with the daily puzzle. 
 
    For the purpose of my daily vocabularic conflict I require always the seat in the alcove nearest the window. No other place will do, and luckily the staff at the club are aware of this and keep it empty for me. Yet I feel this is no great hardship for them as at that time in the morning I am usually the only member of the club present, though infrequently people show their face in the doorway, usually on their way to break their fast and the like. The one thing about the study is of course the rule that silence shall prevail in this room. Like a library, speech is frowned upon and it is for this reason I select the study for my morning relaxation with great care. The word cross demands all of my attention you see, for it is a fiendish device and usually I can be found pitting my wits against the compiler well past ten o'clock, though some days I am quicker than that, though I am on those rare occasions somewhat disappointed should I find that to be the case. Nevertheless, I am not in any manner complaining of the complexity of the puzzle. My pride demands no easy answers; no dilution of the challenge. Less than this leads to dissatisfaction, and I seem to find that ill humours pursue me for the rest of my day. 
 
    To complete the Word Cross, I always have the same fountain pen carefully placed in my jacket pocket, freshly filled with the best Indian ink before I descend to the study to be presented with my newspaper. To attempt to complete it with any other writing implement would be sacrilege, indeed the very thought of it makes me shudder! 
 
    So I make my way to the study and proceed to my usual table where soon after the days copy of the Times is delivered to me by a member of staff. As I have stated previously my preferred place of seating is in the alcove of the reading room that overlooks the street outside, a small table sitting between myself and another armchair facing me. The leather of these armchairs is exquisite, and I can quite happily be seated there for many an hour without experiencing any discomfort whatsoever. The other armchair is always unoccupied of course, for I require no distractions during my daily routine. Upon that I insist, the matter of which I am sure the staff are fully aware for I have never had as of yet cause to complain. There is always a fresh pot of tea awaiting me when I seat myself in the alcove, and it is replenished precisely at nine thirty, during which I take a thoroughly enjoyable break from my puzzle and merely enjoy the comings and goings outside of the window, allowing the world to drift past as I take my repose. 
 
    I always aim to have at least half of the puzzle done by this point, though usually I am much more advanced in my completion of the word cross than that. Such is my command of the Queen’s English that usually I am as good as finished by this point, with just a few stray clues and so on left to tidy up at my leisure. I do seem to recall though that there was one occasion in the summer of last year when I had the puzzle finished well before the nine thirty tea arrived. What an excellent day that was! August the fourteenth I seem to recall, though thinking on it may have just possibly been the fifteenth. You must understand that my skill is with words, not numbers, though I have a rudimentary grasp of algebra and the like; enough for an English gentleman anyway. No more, no less. 
 
    So to the crux of my story. Several days ago it was a dark winter’s morning as I took my seat in the alcove, a newly lit fire in the hearth however warmed the room more than sufficiently. As I poured my tea and opened the newspaper to where the Word Cross was printed I laid the puzzle on the table reverentially and opening my jacket retrieved and uncapped my fountain pen. My progress was rapid this morning, for although the clues were not any less difficult than normal my word skills made short work of them. One clue was proving difficult however and I sat studying it for more time than I care to mention, yet this morning the solution would simply not come to my mind. Sometimes it is like this. Often answers appear in my head unbidden. For this clue today however this was just not the case. I glanced at the clock on the church steeple across the way outside and saw that it was barely nine yet, and so diverted my attention away from the problematic clue and concentrated on the others I had yet to complete. I find it is often the case that whilst attempting to solve one clue the answer to another I have struggled with often appears in my mind. Obviously some part of my brain is still working on it and when cracked the solution will make itself apparent. The human mind is a marvellous thing; mine probably more than most, certainly where words are concerned as it were. 
 
    As I was concentrating there was a sudden loud crash from the hallway outside, as if some person, no doubt a careless member of staff, had dropped a large tray and it clattered loudly to the floor, shattering the silence. I must say I must have shot a good foot into the air, so startled was I. I felt my heart racing and feeling vaguely enraged I slumped back in the armchair as silence fell once again. I thought of rising from where I sat and taking the person responsible to task, but my head was spinning so badly that I resolved to leave the damned fool to it! 
 
    Feeling out of sorts I turned my attention back to the Word Cross and attempted the stubborn clue again, yet I could not decipher it. For some time, I was lost in thought as all the permutations for the solution of this stubborn clue ran through my head. Yet after being startled by the noise from the hall I could not concentrate and so I sat back in the chair, letting the newspaper fall onto my lap. 
 
    Which is when I had the second rather alarming and downright irritating disruption to my morning. Sitting in the armchair directly opposite me was a small bald headed man, staring at where mere seconds before the back of my newspaper would have been held. It would appear this damned intruder had the gall not only to be sitting opposite from myself but also that he also had the damned nerve to be actually reading from the front of my newspaper! I had obviously been so engaged with my Word Cross that I had not even noticed his arrival. 
 
    I felt my face colour with outrage but the man did not seem to even notice the paper was gone. Then slowly he turned his face to mine and smiled. 
 
    “Good morning.” he said, his smile increasing. Good Lord! Did this man have no manners?  This was a silent room, and not only that but in a room in which I was currently the only occupant! He had come and sat right down in front of me, and then had the guile and bare faced cheek to start reading my personal newspaper! Not only that but now he seemed to be attempting to pass the time of day with me. “Perhaps he is foreign!”, I seem to remember thinking. That would explain everything. Yet I did not detect any accent in his voice. 
 
    I rose rapidly from my armchair and went to the study door. I looking up and down the corridor for a member of staff to complain to. I snorted in outrage for there never seemed to be any staff available when you needed them most, and so I stomped back to my armchair and threw myself into it. Glancing at the man sitting opposite me I noticed an infuriating smile playing across his corpulent cheeks and so I rustled my newspaper in front of him, hiding him from view. 
 
    “I think it will rain later.” he said, and I looked over my newspaper at him and shook it violently. This really was too much! 
 
    “Shhh!” I hissed at him and to my increasing chagrin I noticed his smile grew wider. Yet at least he had the grace to stay silent as I attempted to concentrate on my Word Cross once again, though I fear to admit that my concentration was by now shattered.  A few minutes passed as I solved a few more of the clues, but my heart was not really in it. I was still determined to ignore the man sitting opposite me, however. I took a chance to observe him from time to time and he appeared to be content to sit and look out of the window now, though he did look back to my newspaper frequently I noted. 
 
    “Crossword is it?” he asked suddenly and I slammed my newspaper down on the coffee table loudly. 
 
    “My good fellow this is a silent room and I insist that you keep it so. Your impertinence of sitting across from me when every other seat in the room is perfectly free and your sheer ruddy lack of manners in speaking to me of inanities in a damned silent room is quite frankly intolerable. Desist sir, or I shall find a member of staff to remove you!” 
 
    At this the man’s right eyebrow rose slightly, yet still he continued staring at me. 
 
    “Yet you are speaking too sir.” he smiled, holding my gaze shamelessly. 
 
    “Only because you started talking to me first!” I replied petulantly and grasping the newspaper back from the coffee table hid behind it once again. 
 
    “Never quite got the hang of the crossword.” he said a little more quietly, but not as quietly as I was hoping for. 
 
    “It is called, The Word Cross.” I spluttered from behind my newspaper.” 
 
    “No.” he said and I could feel his damned smile even from behind my copy of The Times. “Not for some two years now.” I looked over the top of the paper at him and yes, I was correct. His face wore that infuriating smile yet again. “You should keep up with the times.” he finished, and gave me a wink no doubt intending me to respond to his crude pun. I most certainly did not. 
 
    “That is enough!” I said and standing stomped my way into the hall. Still no staff. I was about to make my way down to the reception hall when, glancing back into the room I saw the man pick up my copy of The Times and begin to examine the crossword. In the name of God such impertinence! I flew back into the room and snatched my newspaper from him rudely. 
 
    “How dare you?” I began, and found myself torn between rushing off to complain or taking my seat again. I saw at that precise moment a butler walk past the doorway, making his way along the corridor. I raced back to follow him and shouted after him but he did not appear to hear me, and as he rounded a corner and disappeared from view I resolved to take my seat again and await the arrival of my nine thirty tea service when I would have adequate time to complain to whichever member of staff delivered it and get this damnable intruder removed! I would be damned if I were to let this man drive me from my favourite spot! 
 
    “Is there a secret to them?” the man asked as I sat down again. Obviously he was determined to upset my morning, but soon my tea would be here. I glanced at the clock on the steeple outside. Nine fifteen it read, and so I only had fifteen more minutes to put up with this buffoon! 
 
    “Secret to what?” I snarled as aggressively as I could, but the man was obviously simple in the mind for he just kept looking at me, his very visage a pure modicum of placidity. 
 
    “The crossword.” he said as if this were evident to me. “It seems to me that there must be some form of secret to them, for I am not dull witted but it all seems like a foreign language to me. 
 
    “There is no secret.” I spat. “All that is required is a small amount of intelligence, which is no doubt the reason why you struggle with them so.” 
 
    “And yet…” he smiled as I considered holding my paper up to blot him from my view again. Oh if only that were the case and he would stop wittering at me, for I feared that if I were to try to hide from him from behind my newspaper he would just continue to talk at me anyway! I was resolved by now that all I had to do was wait until nine thirty and my tea and then I could have this idiot removed. Then my morning could return to normal. So I decided to answer his question. 
 
    “Double definitions and homonyms. These are but some of the main devices employed by the compiler.” I noted his complete lack of understanding with relish. “There are others, but they are the main ones. Once you have encountered them frequently you come to recognise them.” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about, my good man!” he smiled, and I felt my anger returning. My good man indeed! I was neither his man nor was he mine. He was merely a nuisance that would be removed, hopefully forcibly, shortly. I glanced at the clock outside. I was obviously far too eager for this to occur as it was still nine fifteen, and evidentially I was guilty of looking at the clock far too often. 
 
    “Do you really wish me to explain?” I sniffed haughtily, and he smiled again, raising his open palms to me. 
 
    “Of course.” he said, and grinned in an irritating manner yet again. I must admit to resisting the urge to roll my newspaper up and beat him about the head with it at that point, but I calmed myself for I am not a man who relishes physical combat. Besides, the tea would be here shortly and so I decided to press on and hopefully enlighten the fool. 
 
    “Take double definition for example.” I said. “The “secret”, as you seem to call it is in examining the clue and breaking it into its constituent parts, observing some of the rules I have just given you.” 
 
    “Give me an example.” he said, sitting back in the chair as if by doing so that he was forcing himself to concentrate. “I often find I can concentrate on an issue more if I have a practical demonstration.” Sniffing in irritation I examined one of the clues I had already completed - quite easily too I must say, and with relish I decided to give him the “practical demonstration” he seemed to so eagerly await. 
 
    “Exploits that require to be witnessed.” I said brightly, trying not to sound too smug and failing completely. 
 
    I regarded the look of confusion on his face with satisfaction. 
 
    “No idea at all.” he said as his brow furrowed. He was not a young man, nor old either. His entire frame suggested that he was at least not of a lower standing than I; maybe in the legal profession or the like. His entire presence spoke to me of the fact that he had been no stranger to a good dinner, and his clothing was well cut if not a little in the modern style. Nevertheless, he was a gentleman in appearance if not by behaviour. 
 
    “When I was but a beginner at solving The Word Cross.” I explained, careful to use the correct term for it, “I found it easier to gaze upon such a puzzle my father had completed and work backwards so that I could see how the solution was reached.” 
 
    “And so?” he said, looking even more confused. 
 
    “Well the answer to that clue is “Deeds”.” I said and to my anger he snorted loudly. 
 
    “How on Earth do you get the word, “deeds” from “Exploits that require to be witnessed”?” he laughed as I leaned forward. 
 
    “Quite simple.” It was my turn to smile now. “Place a space between the definitions and it becomes apparent. I watched him mull this over for a moment before much to my disappointment realisation played across his face. 
 
    “Exploits.” he said. 
 
    “That require to be witnessed.” he mused, “Both definitions match the same word.” 
 
    “Quite so.” I said with a sniff, and then reluctantly, “Well done.” I glanced out of the window across the square to the clock on the church steeple outside. Still nine fifteen. Had the ruddy thing stopped? 
 
    “Homonyms then.” he said, now obviously keen to learn. “I was never one for the fine art of grammar. Please explain.” 
 
    “A homonym or homophones are two words that sound the same yet have different meanings.” I said, feeling quite the Sunday school teacher now. “When used in a clue it is often preceded by a signal that such a thing is to be used. A nod if you like to the solution.” 
 
    “Such as?” he said, obviously confused again. 
 
    “Well the “warning phrases” currently the most popular with word cross compilers seem to be phrases such as, “it is said” or “we hear”, “reportedly” and the like.” 
 
    “Quite a lot to it this crossword solving.” he said, again smiling. 
 
    “Indeed.” I said. The clock on the church had definitely stopped. Still nine fifteen. Where was my damned tea? 
 
    “An example?” he requested, pointing to the newspaper and cocking an eyebrow. I examined the grid I had nearly completely filled in by now despite the interruptions. 
 
    “Speak of that such as iron spirit.” I said and I could see him turning it over in his mind. 
 
    “No.” he concluded, far too rapidly for my liking. It takes perseverance to attempt The Word Cross and he had given up far too quickly! No perseverance at all!  “Explain.” 
 
    I sighed and placed the newspaper on the table. Surely the tea would be here soon? 
 
    ““Speak of” is the indicator that word play is afoot” I said and was surprised to discover I had made a jest! I pressed on. “Which leaves us with “that such as iron” and also “spirit”” 
 
    “Mettle!” he almost shouted and I smiled now at his deduction. “The answer is “mettle.” 
 
    “Correct.” I said and could not help but smile myself. “Metal and Mettle. Homonyms.” I concluded. 
 
    “It is quite addictive once you know what you are about I fear.” he said, brushing his hand through his hair. I noticed at this point a curious thing, no doubt a trick of the light for although it was now nearly nine thirty it became to be apparent to me that the light in the room in which we sat was thin and weak, for I swear I could see the wall behind him through his hand as if his very hand itself was transparent! I moved back in my armchair but when I looked away and glanced back he seemed as perfectly annoying as he had been since he had first arrived. As solid too. 
 
    “Do you have any clues yet to solve?” he said and I bristled at his impertinence now that my schooling of him in the use of grammar seemed to have come to an end. 
 
    “Only one.” I said petulantly. “I would suggest sir that this too would have been completed had it not been for so many interruptions this morning. That and a total lack of tea!” I finished, almost shouting now in case any nearby member of staff might just hear me and come to investigate what the disturbance was. The clock on the church steeple still read nine fifteen I noticed in despair. 
 
    “What is the clue?” he said, tapping his nose in a most infuriating manner. “Mayhap with my new found knowledge I could assist.” 
 
    “No matter.” I mumbled. “I have plenty of time to complete it.” He smiled at this. “All day if I require.” 
 
    “I think not.” he said and to my surprise there seemed to be an edge of regret in his voice. “You have already begun to fade.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” I stammered, standing to my feet as the newspaper fluttered down around me, the crossword seeming to glare at me from the table with its one unfinished clue. “This really is quite enough! I am going to speak to the staff to have you ejected!” 
 
    “Your hand.” he said simply as I noticed now he was thinning out, becoming almost transparent. Feeling dizzy once again I noted that I could see the wall through him now for sure! I raised my hand and to my horror realised that I could see through that as well. I was fading too! My head spinning, I slumped back into the chair as he watched me carefully. 
 
    “At precisely nine fifteen one of the staff outside dropped a serving tray in the hall. It was quite a commotion, I am afraid.” 
 
    “Indeed.” I said. “I nearly jumped clear out of my damned skin.” 
 
    “You did more than that I am afraid, Mister Glackens. The fright quite stopped your heart I am sorry to tell you.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” I exclaimed, yet now I could see my hands were thinning, like smoke on a chill air. 
 
    “Am I dead?” I asked in despair. 
 
    “I am afraid so.” he said. 
 
    “What now?” I asked in confusion. What on Earth was happening? 
 
    “Oh there is no rush.” he sighed. “Shall we complete the last clue in your crossword?” 
 
    I tried to pluck the newspaper from the table but my hand passed right through it like mist. I leaned over it and read the last remaining clue aloud, now more in a state of confusion more than fear. 
 
    “Thirteen across.” I said. The man crossed his fading hands and nodded; waiting. “Extraneous pin did fatally turn.” I just cannot solve it. I just…”  My voice trailed away as the room began to grow dim about me. “God damn it man, help me!” I shouted, but my voice trailed away, lost on a breeze that seemed to have risen from nowhere. 
 
    “Oh the solution to that crossword clue is quite easy.” he laughed, and I felt my temper rising. 
 
    “Well if it is so easy and you are so clever then you may furnish me with the answer then can’t you, my good fellow?” I shouted at him, sarcasm and also fear finding its way into my voice. “Tell me man, damn it! Tell me!” 
 
    He stood and approached me, resting his hand on my arm, yet I could not feel it. Both of us were now but shadows in the room, and from somewhere else as if in another place I noticed ghost like members of staff rushing about the study; a doctor in attendance. Yet they too were as of smoke and did not seem to exist on the same plain as I did now. Yet the man’s voice was clear in my head. 
 
    “It is quite simple.” he said, and I felt rather than saw his smile. “Fatally turn.” he said. “It is an indicator.” He paused slightly as if thinking it through. Yet I knew from his demeanour and the superior look upon his face that in my heart I understood perfectly that he already had the answer, damn him!  “It reveals, I believe, that the answer is an anagram.” 
 
    Curse him! I realised then that he spoke the truth, for it all fitted perfectly! An anagram! Why hadn’t I thought of that?” 
 
    “An extraneous pin did.” he said, and there was that smile in his voice again. 
 
    “An anagram.” I stuttered as the wind rose louder in my ears. “Give me a moment.” I said fearfully. “I will work it out.” 
 
    “We have no time I am sorry.” said the man, and he sounded as if he meant it. “The anagram of “Extraneous pin did” is, “Sudden expiration”.” he finished, and then as the winds took me and all went black he added, 
 
    “Shall we go?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Interlude One 
 
    ~ In which the nature of arrogance 
 
    Is discussed ~ 
 
      
 
    Glackens sat down and a polite ripple of applause ran along the table as we all sat waiting to see what would happen next now that the tale was done. Apollyon sat staring into space as indeed he had done during the entire relating of the tale. I had the impression that he was not listening as such; or perhaps more accurately that he did not want to appear to be listening. Yet not for the last time the man surprised me. 
 
    “So what did we think of Mister Glacken’s Tale?” asked the Earl as he placed his feet on the table once more and leaned back in his seat, casting his glance seemingly at random about the room. It was down to Mister Flanagan, our Irish compatriot, to be the first to respond. 
 
    “Ah the poor bugger.” He said, a deep frown playing across his broad swarthy features. “Killed by a tea tray.” There was a light chuckle about the room that Abraham Glackens did not seem to the humour in, a sour expression crossing his face. 
 
    “Indeed.” Said Apollyon, though the slight smile playing across his face failed completely to reach his eyes, “A tea tray. Whatever next?” A complete lack of humour showed on the Earl’s face however, despite the chuckles that had rippled around the table. 
 
    “Well told.” I added as the gentlemen gathered about the table turned to face me. The gentleman who Apollyon had referred to as the banker muttered a low, “Absolutely.” And that seemed to be it. Apollyon threw his feet down from the table and rested his elbows on the table, leaning towards us as if reaching out for further comment. Yet he was the first to continue. 
 
    “However I cannot help but admire your arrogance, Sir.” Smiled the Earl as he turned to face the, it must be said, rotund features of the man of property from the city who we only knew as Abraham Glackens. 
 
    “I admit no such thing.” Said Glackens almost angrily. The Earl was not to be placated however. 
 
    “It seems to me that your desire to have knowledge of the word cross exclusively shows that you possess more than a small trace of superiority in your dealings with your fellow man in my opinion. Such hostility too.”  
 
    “I thought we were to be judged on the quality of our tales and not the faults of the people you may find inside them.” I said to Apollyon and there was a sudden flash of anger across the Earl’s face which he managed to hide almost immediately. “Tell me, Earl.” I smiled, pressing on. The man’s arrogance and bearing was beginning to unnerve me, Earl or not. “Has anyone ever been refused entrance to your club? 
 
    “Of course not.” Said the Earl, licking his lips. “Not now that I have you.” He added rather glibly. “Yet tales are all part of the fun don’t you think?” 
 
    “Possibly so.” I frowned as I noticed several of the gentlemen gathered at that table frowning at me, almost willing me to be silent just in case I was endangering their chances of elevation to becoming members of the Earl’s club. 
 
    “Indeed.” Smiled Apollyon as the fire flickered behind him, my question obviously now completely forgotten. “You have misunderstood my misgivings about our friend Glacken’s character however gentlemen. I admire arrogance to a certain degree. It ensures a gentleman of is of a certain quality and gives a good standing in front of one’s peers.” He paused to take a sip of brandy. “After all, if we cannot feel superior to everyone else the how on Earth would we ever achieve anything in life?” 
 
    “Correct.” Said the man to my right; the banker, before concluding, “How refreshing.” 
 
    Still, I had no issue with the tale; after all it was merely a story about a man who enjoyed the use of words in his word cross or whatever it was called. I would dare say it impudent to assume that Glacken’s apparent like for isolation is by no means a flaw of character; after all, am I not a solitary man of sorts? I isolate myself from those I consider to be my inferiors for I am at best reluctant to mingle with people such as these, for what can they afford to offer me? No. I was amongst equals with these gentlemen who were on this day being elevated to their rightful places in the higher echelons of society, and for that I felt no remorse. Is not each man the creator of his own destiny? Of course privilege and high standing assist in this task but these things I take for granted. Those who do not possess them are not of the same social standing as myself and that is their destiny, not mine. 
 
    Yet just like Abraham Glackens I desire isolation of a sort. I isolate my wife and children, for example, but this is more of a necessity than anything. If I am to advance myself – as surely as I was doing so now, then my wife and brood must be lower on my list of priorities. That I can prioritise people so is a requirement not just of time but also of attention. If I were to spend all of my days nannying children and writing poor romantic verse, then what time would I have to ensure my career and social standing would increase? None. That is the answer plain and simple, and so I could find no fault with Mister Glacken’s tale; none whatsoever. 
 
    It did cross my mind of course that Glackens seemed to be a solitary man who relished his privacy which seemed to be at cross purposes to him wanting to be a member of The Earl of Ranleigh’s club but I kept my peace for he was present here and no doubt had his reasons. I examined what I could see of his portly frame and thought that perhaps it was the quality of the food that was served in the Earl’s club that was of importance to him, for as we had all just witnessed the fayre was exceptional. 
 
    The young man two seats to my left seemed a little nervous and I glanced down at the ticket which lay on the table in front of him. It bore the number two; he was next. 
 
    “I quite enjoyed it.” He said plainly, and the gentleman to his left nodded in agreement.  
 
    “As did I.” said Apollyon. “Quite an insight I should say.” He smiled and leaned back into his chair. As he did so the twin doors at the end of the room opened simultaneously as if by sleight of hand. If Apollyon was given to theatrics, then he could not have achieved a more fanciful result. We all almost as one leaned across the table or turned our chairs to look to see to where the doors led. Yet inside the room beyond the one in which we sat all was dark, though there was a tinge of red light from just inside the door, obviously from a lamp just inside the alcove. 
 
    “You are now a member of my club!” exclaimed the Earl as he stood and moved around the table to slap Abraham Glackens heartily on the back. The man rose as we all applauded and the Earl led him to the doors. Glackens turned to look over his shoulder at us and then disappeared into the darkness of the room. There was a small swish and the doors slammed shut apparently of their own volition as Apollyon took his seat in front of the fire once more. 
 
    “Excellent.” He said, rubbing his hands. “One down, nine to go! Who is next?” The young man to my left shuffled nervously in his seat as several others about the table looked to see who would take their turn next. 
 
    I noticed however that Gabriel Moon simply sat to Apollyon’s left completely unmoving, his hands clasped on the table in front of him. A deep rage was festering in me at his presence for I could not understand it at all. The fact that everyone around Moon, including the Earl himself seemed to be ignoring him altogether struck me as more than a little strange. Yet it was without a doubt Moon, and I had absolutely no idea why he was sitting there at all, for the last time I had seen him was on the night I returned in the snow from the city and the very fact that he had eaten from the same table as I filled me with ire to the extent that I considered raising a protest. Yet I did not, for events were already moving on. 
 
    “It is my turn next.” Said the young man confidently, even though I could see from my proximity to him that this was just a thin veneer of courage he was portraying that he obviously did not feel himself.  
 
    “Ah. Our young student.” Said Apollyon. “How is Eton these days? A regular little elite you have there I hear.” 
 
    “Very well your Lordship.” He smiled, ignoring the obvious jibe. “Very well indeed.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Said the Earl. “What is the title of your tale my good man?” he asked as he cut the top off another thick cigar with his cutter. 
 
    “I shall call it Scarecrow, Scarecrow.” He said, and I swore for a moment he was going to pull some notes out from under the table, yet he did not do so thankfully. 
 
    “An excellent title.” Said the Earl as we all settled down for the next story. “Please proceed…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Scarecrow, Scarecrow… 
 
      
 
    Despite McGee being widely held to be incapable of understanding a bar bill of more than five figures he was without doubt the thirstiest fellow to enjoy an evening blowing the froth off a beer or two at the village inn with. I say inn of course but “The Slaughtered Lamb” was somewhat more than just a down market gin parlour, for it was frequented by the more select members of society, being as it was within (as they say apparently) spitting distance of the grand halls of Eton which lay but a mere two miles away along the northern road. My friends and colleagues were all boarders there of course, and had been since we were of the age of thirteen. 
 
     As for the apparent occupation of The Slaughtered Lamb by the older fellows from Eton, it was definitely the case that many an ex-blue had supped there and had gone on to be a fine and revered member of society. Being boarders in our final year and therefore at the age of seventeen most of us were of an age when an establishment dedicated to the partaking of beer was if not frowned upon by the general public, then most certainly was amongst the house masters and dames of Eton college. My friends and I were at an awkward age. We were in the bloom of youth as were most of my drinking friends, neither too old nor too young to partake of a few jars even though I had myself been a patron of this veritable establishment for more than a year now. In England we start early and enthusiastically it is said and that was certainly the case with my friends and I, and out good friend and companion, ale and beer. 
 
    Not that this was an issue with the law for of course beer was not gin, that hateful brew that seemed to provide a wake of legislation of its own. Beer and ale was a good healthy alternative; and yet - and yet slowly the penny was about to drop as they say in the city, and even now the licensing laws began to be grumbled about and pored over in the House of Commons and above. I fear that king beer is due a mighty fall, and that that fall will be in the shape of taxation as it was with the demon gin. Bearing this in mind we made large and enthusiastic efforts to sup as much of the damned stuff before the inevitable taxation and licensing occurred. Many a night we staggered back along the road to Eton, singing and cater-wailing loudly in the dark, chundering as we went. It always made chapel just after eight thirty the next day extremely interesting for we would be in trouble if we failed to attend, for to not do so would draw attention to ourselves and perhaps curtail our drinking activities. We most certainly did not want that! 
 
    My close friends, McGee and Villiers, were drinking colleagues of the highest standard even though as I stated earlier McGee’s mathematical prowess was not quite all it could have been. His family however were very good at proving that cotton was indeed king and his funds seemed limitless. Not that it made a great deal of difference to myself of course for I was also provided with a more than adequate trust fund, an increasing amount of which was invested in ale, not all of which I managed to hang on to on an ongoing basis. Still I was an apt pupil in the area of learning the art of drinking and with every session (three nights a week mostly, though sometimes more) my expertise increased. 
 
    “I say Farrer!” yelled Westbury across the taps, calling me by my surname as was the custom at Eton. “More ale for this end of the bar I feel old man.” He waved his personal flagon at me. “You are in the chair I believe!” This was indeed the case and so I called the barman to fill up the cups, which he made to do. 
 
    “So how does your swotting proceed McGee?” I addressed the ginger haired rotund form of McGee who was leaning on the bar as if he owned it. 
 
    “Frightful.” he sighed, seemingly not at all concerned with the incongruous fact that he was currently doing his best to get as ratted as his allowance would deem fit. “Just cannot seem to get the hang of algebra.” he finished, swigging from his cup yet again. I sighed along with him showing sympathy with his plight. Mathematics was hardly my strongest subject and I had to badger it just so to harness some form of comprehension from the damned subject. So we returned to our rousting and supping of the ale. 
 
    Quite a rowdy bunch we were too, given to tomfoolery of the type that we thought was particular to our generation, though quite often the look upon the face of the proprietor, one Charles Montague, often belied the fact that this was most definitely not the case. The landlord would often remark during one of our ale sodden evenings that although it was widely thought that the battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, it was indeed much more likely the case that the battle was actually won over the pool table of The Slaughtered Lamb but two miles along the road. 
 
    As was often the case our thoughts and conversation turned towards the spotting and pursuit of the ladies of the town, and in particular the fine form of Miss Elizabeth Solomon who was the daughter of a particularly wealthy land owner whose farm was astride the very road that we staggered home along most nights of the week on our way back to college and bed. 
 
    I had met her but once face to face and instantly I was captivated. She had tresses of auburn hair cut short in what was the current fashion and she was assuredly the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She possessed the most wonderful deep green eyes that made my very thoughts dissipate in an instant. When introduced to her I had stuttered and mumbled like a fool in her presence for what seemed like hours but was probably just one minute. Eventually she put me at my ease however and the night passed in an instant. I think we danced though I cannot be sure, for it all passed in a whirl.  
 
    As she left in her carriage my heart sank and since that day I had mooned over her absence like a moon addled coxswain, and constantly I manufactured reasons to attempt to be in her presence once again. Usually to no avail I must say for I had only managed to ingratiate myself into her presence one more time much to my dismay. We had “bumped” into each other in the village (though in fact I had waited for her for hours purely on the off chance that she was in the village at all), and we had taken tea. Conversation had flowed relatively easily and I remembered her curious laughter: high pitched yet full of humour. We had parted ways friends but I had yet to see her face since that day despite my fleeting thoughts seeming to indicate that she had showed some interest in me. 
 
    “Still fretting over that Solomon creature, Farrer? Trust you to fall for the vicar’s daughter old thing. Quite awful for you I should imagine.” laughed McGee. Elizabeth was of course the vicar’s daughter, much to the amusement of my friend who brooked no chance to insert a ribald remark into the conversation every time that her name was broached in any manner at all. Today however he had some bad news and at least he had the despondency to look abashed as he related it to me, for he knew how much I thought about her. “I hear she has a suitor now.” My world darkened upon hearing this, though of course I could not show McGee this. 
 
    “Really?” I asked in a voice that I considered to show no interest at all, though I was obviously not entirely successful in this judging by the expression on McGee’s face. 
 
    “Indeed.” he continued, now rather more smugly than was polite I thought, though this may have been at my ridiculous efforts to appear nonchalant at this news more than anything. “Chap by the name of Grace I believe. Visits the fair lady in question every Thursday at lunchtime. Regular as clockwork I am told. I overheard some of the chaps in Villiers House taking the rise out of Mister Grace the other evening just after prayers. Seemed quite put out he did.” I nodded despondently as desolation settled upon me. 
 
    “I see.” I said, and not even I could keep a tremor from my voice. “Not familiar with the chap at all.” I finished. 
 
    “Had a paper sent up for good in Michaelmas term.” he said and I felt my eyebrows rise for this was a rare and unusual honour. McGee just stood there grinning as I felt my shoulders stoop. “Goodford sent it up himself I believe.” he muttered, supping more ale. My eyebrows rose despite myself at the mention of the headmaster, Charles Old Goodford who although only headmaster for five years to date was fast gaining a reputation as a disciplinarian, though I found some of his views on liberty and self-determination a little odd and at great variance with his rules and regulations of our fine school. Nevertheless, it was a rare honour to have work sent up to the school archives and coloured my view of this boy named Grace even further. There was no doubt he was serious competition. 
 
    “You should go and call on her.” said another fellow called Rogers who was now propping up the bar alongside McGee. We three were frequent drinkers together and relatively inseparable.  
 
    “Of course not.” I stated, the very thought of potential rejection filling me with dread. “She may refuse to see me for a start, and what an embarrassment that would be!” 
 
    “Well you need to do something old chap.” sighed Rogers as McGee nodded along in agreement. “This Grace fellow visits her every Thursday apparently. Common knowledge in Villiers.  Been going on a few weeks apparently.” I felt my despondency increase as thoughts of this Grace fellow and Elizabeth sitting in her drawing room sipping tea whilst making doe eyes at each other formed in my mind. One of the other chaps at the pool table looked over his shoulder at us standing by the bar. 
 
    “I have heard she told him to be off with himself!” he smiled. My heart soared at the thought. Surely it would burst if these ups and downs in my temperament continued. 
 
    “She rusticated him?” I enquired of the new chap who I knew by the name of Clipton but no more than that. 
 
    “Not what I heard.” said McGee and Clipton shrugged his shoulders and returned to his game of pool. 
 
    To say that I was in a quandary was an understatement. What if the delightful Elizabeth had sent Grace on his way and she was merely waiting for us to have a chance meeting again? Yet on the flipside of the coin what if I called upon her only to find Grace sitting in one of her armchairs cooing like a love struck pigeon? I simply could not make my mind up as to what course of action to follow and therefore decided to quaff as many types of ale as I could manage to put my thoughts to one side. 
 
    This was not a plan of a particularly high order. Later on as McGee, Rogers and I staggered along the road in our cups, heading back to college and the inevitable sneaking back into our houses. As we staggered along in the dark we passed the drive that led to Elizabeth’s family home and I looked forlornly through the closed iron gates down the drive. The gardens were quite large with fields off to the right being used for the growing of vegetables of the like usual to the area. The moon was high and near to the fence that ran along the road stood a lone scarecrow, picked out from the dark like some form of phantom of cloth and hay in the moonlight. I reeled along the road, steadying myself on the staggering form of McGee as I did so. 
 
    “You should go and visit her.” he said yet again as we continued on our way. I felt my ire rise. 
 
    “And what if that Clipton fellow has it wrong and Grace is sitting there with a cup of tea and a scone?” I snarled. Rogers laughed. 
 
    “Well box him about the ears and be done with it!” he said, and McGee shook his head.  
 
    “Poor old Farrer here needs to know what this girl is about, Rogers!” he said. 
 
    “I need to spy on her?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Not a bad idea, all told.” muttered Rogers. “At least you would know if Grace was a contender.” 
 
    “So I shall stand like a dullard on her doorstep and be cuckolded as this Grace fellow arrives?” I sneered. 
 
    “Or not.” said McGee. “Clipton seemed certain she had seen him off.” 
 
    “But how would he know?” I spluttered, my gorge rising. “It is but speculation as far as I can see.” 
 
    “We need to work this out logically!” said McGee, throwing an arm around my shoulder more in an effort to support himself than to indicate support. Now let us summarise, shall we? “You don’t want to go and see her just in case she has found another chap and at the same time you do not want either to observe her home to see if this Grace chap calls upon her. I imagine calling Grace out is out of the question too?” 
 
    “Of course!” I said. “Though you have made a fair summary of the situation. I certainly cannot be seen standing at her drive all day. She may see me, or her parents may and call a policeman to query my vigil.” 
 
    “Well I don’t know what you will do.” said Rogers, obviously bored with my situation as he attempted to avoid falling into a ditch that ran along the side of the road. “Conceal yourself behind a tree or the like.” 
 
    “The grounds are lightly wooded.” I mumbled. “I would be seen.” Dimly at the back of my mind I could feel a plan forming but the beer held it at bay. “Wait for me you two ne’er do wells!” I shouted after my two friends as they staggered ahead of me, before following them into the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    I woke late the next day and it was a mad dash to get myself ready for Chambers at eight thirty five but I made it having skipped breakfast, though I was somewhat red eyed and bleary, my stomach churning ominously as prayers were said. The beaks did not seem to notice however for I kept a low profile though I did notice Rogers and McGee seemed to be struggling just as much as I was. I just hoped that I did not look as dishevelled as they did, though I was sure that I probably did. First, second and third school proceeded as well as could be expected and it was with relief that the three of us gathered for chambers. It was still two hours and two more schools away from lunch but my stomach did not feel as if it would be appreciative of food for my head was still muddled and woolly. 
 
    “I feel pretty rotten.” said Rogers. In all fairness he did look just as awful as I felt.  
 
    “Me too.” said McGee as all three of us considered whether a snack was a worthwhile notion or not. Almost unanimously we voted with our feet and decided that it most certainly was not. Leaving our house, we wandered out into the grounds for some fresh air. 
 
    “It is your entire fault, Farrer!” laughed Rogers. “Keeping us stout fellows out late by demanding our advice on the problem of Elizabeth Solomon.” McGee laughed at this. 
 
    “Some advice that was.” I smiled. “Hide in a hedge and knock on her door and be considered to be a loon by her.” Rogers patted me on my back. 
 
    “Never fear old man.” he said, “Something will come to you I am sure.” The pat on my back shook me up in more than one way. 
 
    “The scarecrow.” I said aloud, and blinking in the sun looked at both of my house chums who were both looking at me in confusion. “The scarecrow.” I repeated. “It has a good view of the house and yet is also near enough to the road to be accessible.” 
 
    “You are going to hide behind the scarecrow?” giggled McGee. “How odd!” 
 
    “You would be seen from the road by anyone happening to be walking along there anyway.” said Rogers. 
 
    “I could get dressed as a scarecrow.” I said aloud and both McGee and Rogers almost fell to the floor with laughter. 
 
    “Quite preposterous!” sniggered McGee. “Just knock on the door old chap!” 
 
    “I cannot!” I stuttered and an edge of stubbornness found its way into my voice. “I simply cannot!” 
 
    “So you would dress as a scarecrow rather than knock on a door?” asked Rogers, an eyebrow rising as he spoke. I nodded. 
 
    “You would have to go there in the dark and then leave in the dark also or you would be seen.” he said, a broad smile crossing his face at the preposterous nature of my plan. 
 
    “Not many scarecrows go a - wandering in Eton these days.” laughed McGee as I found their objections to be increasingly irritating. 
 
    “I am perfectly aware of that.” I sniffed as my two fellow boarders found my agitation to be even more amusing. “Twenty four hours should be sufficient. Clifton said that Grace always called on Miss Solomon on a Thursday, correct?” 
 
    “Indeed. But twenty four hours standing still?” laughed Rogers. “You would never manage it old chap.” I thought about this for a while. I’d be damned if Rogers was not right.  
 
    “Well you two could help me out there. Fasten me to the pole or something of the like.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you are considering this old man.” snorted McGee. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” I said and almost in unison both Rogers and McGee rolled their eyes melodramatically. Rogers wandered off muttering to himself and McGee stood by the wall looking at me as if I were some new and curious form of creature. Eventually fourth school commenced and it was not until supper when we all managed to catch up with each other. It was usually during this time between eating and prayers at twenty minutes past eight that we managed to escape to The Slaughtered Lamb, but this evening we all looked too weary to entertain an evening’s drinking and so we merely wandered across the quadrant, kicking up stones as we went. 
 
    “I think if you are to proceed with your ludicrous plan then you would need to be strapped securely to a stake when dressed as a scarecrow, you know.” said McGee. I nodded eagerly, pleased that he seemed to be taking my plan seriously at last. “Twenty four hours is a long time. You would almost certainly fall asleep for some of that. There are however a number of quite large wooden stakes at the back of the gatekeeper’s cottage. They would be equal to the job.” Rogers looked on incredulously. 
 
    “So let us summarise your plan.” He said, clearing his throat and then counting off on his fingers, “in the early hours we attach Farrer here to a cross frame of wooden stakes. Next we dress him as a scarecrow. Finally, we then carry him into Elizabeth Solomon’s garden and leave him there until the following night when we return to retrieve him.” 
 
    “That is about it.” I said smiling. “Twenty four hours should be sufficient for me to observe whether Miss Solomon receives any visitors or not.” 
 
    “Completely ludicrous!” snorted Rogers, a broad smile crossing his face. “I am in!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The ludicrous sight of me strapped to a large wooden cross dressed as a scarecrow proved problematic in two very distinct respects. First there were the clothes. A scarecrow dressed in Eton blues would tend to stand out, as would the top hat assuredly. There was also the issue of transporting me from the college to the area of Miss Solomon’s house. In the first instance Rogers proved to be a rather resourceful thief, and under the cover of darkness the existing clothes covering the scarecrow that overlooked Elizabeth’s house were removed and brought back to the college.  
 
    In the next instance McGee managed to procure from heavens only knows where a horse driven cart from just outside the village. He was extremely close lipped about where he had got it from and both Rogers and I knew better than to ask any questions. After darkness fell Rogers and I carried the clothes, stakes and ropes beyond the college grounds and out to the road. We were well concealed by the hedgerows here, into which we vanished until we saw a small horse and cart proceeding towards us from the direction of the village, bobbing erratically about the road as it approached. The horse was a large black cart horse of equally dark temper and it stood snorting at us as we loaded up the cart and moved further along the road. 
 
    “Bad tempered nag!” scolded McGee as we drove along the road in the dark. It was just as well that it was a cumbersome beast as the moon was obscured by clouds at this point and moving at more than a walking pace could prove to be problematic. I did notice however that both McGee and Rogers were more than just a little worse for drink and the cart and horse veered wildly from time to time across the road. Not all of this was to do with the temper of the horse I was certain. 
 
    Eventually we arrived at the outskirts of the Solomon estate and McGee drew the cart to one side and tied the nag to the nearest tree. Next all three of us carried the wooden stakes and put them on the ground. I dressed myself into the clothes taken from the scarecrow along with various pieces of hay sticking from my sleeves in an attempt to enhance the effect. The clothing covered me completely though McGee had at least had the sense to fashion a black cloth hood that went over my head with just small holes for me to see through.  
 
    “Careful chaps!” I squealed as my two co-conspirators began to tie me to the stakes. It was important that the wooden stakes would hold me up and so I would need to be securely tied. Rogers had come up with a series of belts and buckles for my arms and wrists and the two of them worked at securing me to the posts in the moonlight that had now broken through the clouds. That both of my friends were neither sober but also in somewhat of a rush made them more than a trifle over enthusiastic with the straps and bindings, making me squeal with pain more than once as they firmly attached me to the wooden posts. Once done the stakes were raised and I grunted as they adjusted my position left and right. This assured that my gaze from inside the hood fell fair and square on the cottage in which the delightful Elizabeth Solomon currently slept.  
 
    I was satisfied that I was near enough to her cottage to be able to see exactly who it was that visited her door whilst at the same time being far enough away from the cottage to be of no particular interest. The position was perfect!  
 
    Next Rogers secured my head against the stake with more buckles so my head would not move or nod if I drifted off to sleep and the mask was now fastened into place. It was tight enough to hold my mouth closed and my head immobile. The initial feeling was that of panic but I swallowed and accustomed myself to the position as McGee finally placed the hat upon my head and the two of them stood back to admire their work. 
 
    “A jolly fine scarecrow you make, Farrer!” sniggered Rogers and McGee clapped him on the back.  It was quite unusual for I could not move at all, so fast were the bindings holding me. I made to reply and realised that I could not move my mouth either, so tightly was I bound. Two small holes were placed over my nose for me to breathe through, for I could not move my mouth either because of the straps that bound me.I began to panic at this point but I fought against it,  forcing myself to count to ten in my head. 
 
    “Come on then Rogers!” shouted McGee as he moved out of sight behind me. “I need to get this cart back before it is missed.” I heard as Rogers stood grinning at me. He must have seen some form of panic in the little he could see of my eyes however for he patted me on my outstretched arm. 
 
    “Back tomorrow night for you, old man.” he whispered. “Good hunting.” He moved behind me and I was alone. Again a feeling of panic overtook me but I counted to ten again and forced it down. I tested my bindings and found my two friends had done well for I could not move at all. The clothes we had taken off the original scarecrow were damp and musty smelling but I was not cold. It was a relatively warm summers night and there was no breeze to speak of at all. I took to watching the clouds scudding across the moon and the sound of owls hooting from somewhere nearby. I felt my eyes glazing and my weight leaning on my bindings and the wooden stakes, but it held me perfectly still. After a short while I managed to fall asleep whilst being pinned upright. 
 
    *** 
 
    I am not sure how long I dozed for but when I awoke there was but a brief moment of disorientation, for not only could I not move of course but I was upright and looking out over a vista upon which I would not normally gaze when I first awoke! I attempted to thrash against the straps, ropes and buckles that held me tightly to the wooden post but McGee and Rogers had done an excellent job for I could not move at all. Even my head was completely immobile, though I could avert my glance by moving my eyes to a different angle. It was already beginning to become light as dawn broke and the birds began to sing around me. It looked as if it was going to be a glorious day. I concentrated all my attention now on the house before me which was sufficiently distant for me not to be too close, but was equally near for me to observe the comings and goings from the building. 
 
    After an hour or so I observed the door open to the house and servants began to appear bustling around, one brushing the front path and so forth. I smiled to myself at the thought of my lonely vigil and what an excellent plan of action it was!  
 
    Some more time passed though I cannot be sure of exactly how long of course because by now the path of the sun was out of my immediate view and I could not turn my head to follow it. Back at the house at one point two man servants carried a small table from around the side of the building and placed it on a small terrace that adjoined the field on the other side of which I stood in my disguise. Two chairs were then brought out and then the servants departed. 
 
    My heart sang some minutes later as Elizabeth herself appeared from the house and with her parasol made her way to the table and sat herself down. She was dressed in a long white dress and looked like the perfect picture of an angel to me. I smiled beneath the mask but my mouth could hardly move, and yet still I felt elated. She was so beautiful! I stood gazing on her and as always a dark thought entered my mind. Why were there two chairs? Was I about to be cuckolded by the nefarious presence of the infernal Grace? I felt my heart beat quicker at the very thought, and my thoughts filled with rage and despair. 
 
    I was more than pleased therefore when her father appeared from the house and sitting down at the table, looking as if he had called for tea. I had seen her father on my one and only visit, and he had seemed a fine gentleman, but he had only nodded at me briefly, gazing upon me as if I were some strange kind of oddity or exotic beast. It was without a doubt him though, for he wore his reverend’s collar about his neck. I strained to watch them and was greatly surprised when the wind carried his voice across the field to me. 
 
    “So sad…” I heard him say, though there were words before and words after but I could not make them out. I wondered what he was referring to, but I could hear no more. Yet it did not matter. I revelled in Elizabeth’s appearance, though I must admit that I was being selfish for I revelled more in the fact that her companion so far was but her father. After an hour or so they both went back indoors. I considered by now that it must be approaching noon. 
 
    I felt only vaguely hungry for my excitement that my plan was proceeding well overcame my thoughts of food and drink. My only discomfort was the onset of cramp in my legs for a brief time but I could not move to restore my circulation and so I gritted my teeth beneath the scarecrow’s hood and waited for the pain to abate, which after some time it did. Apart from this all proceeded well and I felt a vague air of satisfaction at the ongoing success of my plan.  
 
    As what was more than likely the afternoon proceeded my heart continued to rise in spirits for still there was no sign of Grace. Today was the day I had been told he would always visit, and usually around lunchtime. Now however he was nowhere to be seen! There had been callers to the house of course, but all had been tradesman or deliveries, and had after entering the grounds made their way to the tradesman’s entrance at the rear of the building. The front door remained resolutely shut and unbothered by Grace or indeed anyone else at all. Sometime later servants took the table and chairs from the terrace and disappeared inside with them. 
 
    Slowly the colour of the light began to change. I thought it was my imagination at first, or that I had been dozing, but after a little while it became apparent to myself that evening was falling. The temperature, which in the garb of a scarecrow and all the attendant straps, ties and buckles had been quite fierce, began to recede. Still no sign of Grace. I was to say the least, overjoyed. As every hour of darkness began to pass I felt even more elated. The lights in the house began to be lit just after dusk and I fear that I would have danced had I been able to move. Finally, I saw moonlight fall upon the house and owls began to hoot again. Later on the lights were extinguished and all that was left was the moonlight, the scarecrow and I. 
 
    Sometime later I began to become impatient for the arrival of McGee and Rogers to retrieve me. Now my mission was complete and I would be able to safely call upon Elizabeth secure in the knowledge that Grace did not seem to be on the scene any more.  It was now completely dark and therefore the ideal time for them to cut me down and for me to make my escape. In truth I felt they were somewhat late for them but no doubt they would arrive shortly.  
 
    A little later cramp raged in my left leg for a while, a state of affairs that I was powerless to change and so as it eased I think I dozed, dreams taking me far away. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I awoke it was light. As per the morning before I was confused when I first awoke and therefore I railed against my bindings but could not move. I gazed over the field and saw Elizabeth sitting at the table on the terrace once again. I was gratified to see that not only was she alone but that there was only one chair placed at the table today. I rallied my thoughts however, for although this was gratifying news it was not the most important matter. I tried to shake my head to clear my thoughts, as a new panic overtook me.  
 
    Where the hell were McGee and Rogers? 
 
    They were meant to return last night to retrieve me from this damned post I was strapped to but obviously they had failed to do so. I stifled another wave of panic from overtaking me as they were the only people who knew I was in this field dressed as a scarecrow and strapped to a post! I concentrated instead on the fact that it was obviously a jape or a prank that they were playing on me. I could not wait until I got my hands on the ruddy pair of them! I’d make them squeal, for sure! 
 
    No doubt they would return for me tonight. 
 
    So on wore the day, and my impatience grew as I waited for the night to fall and my eventual rescue by two no doubt giggling rogues whose ears I could not wait to box. As per the night before the house lights began to be lit and night fell and later on they were extinguished again. I took small comfort in the fact that as it came to pass the day before Grace had not shown his face but now all my thoughts were concentrated upon my eventual release from the predicament in which I currently found myself.  
 
    Cramps assailed me more regularly now, and I had a fierce thirst. My stomach rumbled ominously desperate for food and I found myself daydreaming about mutton pie and potatoes. Owls began to hoot around me and nearby I could hear but not see some night-time creature moving around in the dark. Eventually my head began to swim as dawn began to break. I put all of my strength into at least loosening my bonds in an attempt to escape but to no avail. 
 
    Slowly it grew light. 
 
    They still had not come. 
 
    *** 
 
    I spent several minutes fighting against my bonds when I awoke in what I thought may have been mid-morning. The sky was bright but clouds appeared at the corner of my vision, looking as if they may have threatened rain. My calves ached, my back too, my mouth was dry and my stomach empty. To my disgust my leg was wet and even through the scarecrow hood I could smell piss. I tried shouting but the hoods binding prevented me. Panic took me again and I thrashed at my confinement but with no result. I was stuck! 
 
    Looking across the field I could see the table on the terrace again, this time with two chairs but Elizabeth was nowhere to be seen. I found this to be odd for I could see a teapot on the table even from this distance, possibly two sets of cups too. The thought of tea made my mind wander and I think I may have fainted for voices drifted to me from nearby. I was unsure whether I had imagined them or not. To my surprise however the voice definitely belonged to Elizabeth, for how could I mistake it? 
 
    “A terrible tragedy.” I heard her say and was surprised as the sight of both her and her father passed my vision at the top end of the field. It appeared that they were taking a stroll. She was twirling a parasol across her shoulder against the heat of the sun, and her father, the vicar was examining the ground in what can only be described as a solemn manner. I tugged at my ropes and buckles but could not move them even in the slightest. 
 
    “Indeed.” said her father though they had moved out of my field of vision now, their voices drifting across the field in the eerily still air. “The horse must have bolted. Though heaven only knows what they were doing driving a horse and cart at that time of night.” A sick feeling spread into my chest as he continued. “Drunk too by all accounts.” I heard Elizabeth sigh. “The horse ran wild and trampled one of them to death. The other had his brains dashed out on the road it is said.” 
 
    “Oh father!” I heard the object of my affection and now immolation gasp. “So graphic!”  He tutted at her mock outrage as I tried to wail but the hood would not allow me. “Their names?” I heard her ask finally and I felt the world stop. 
 
    Across the field I saw a leaf tumble in the increasingly purple tinted light, blowing across the grass before it came to rest against a tree. On the field blades of tall grass swayed and nodded caught in an increasing breeze. I felt my heart race and then stop almost altogether. 
 
    “Misters McGee and Rogers I believe.” I heard him say and I tried to scream but my bindings prevented me from doing so. “It looks like a storm is blowing in. I suggest we retire indoors. Luckily the funerals will be held tomorrow I am told. Good luck that they were not held today what with the impending weather and all.” 
 
    I felt my mind reel again and once more I tried to scream. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I believe I may have swooned again for the next thing I knew rain was battering at my eyes and I could hear thunder rattling overhead. McGee and Rogers were dead! Some terrible accident had befallen them no doubt due to that stupid nag! Nobody was coming to save me! My throat tightened, blood pounding in my ears as I felt the rain begin to soak into the scarecrow clothes. I had to do something! I tried to lick at the rain on the hood but the cloth and bindings held it firm and so I resolved to chew my way through the leather strap that secured my head. That way at least I could sip at the rain to relieve my thirst. For some time, I chewed at the strap but made little progress, though I think that I may just possibly have swallowed a small few pieces of leather. Eventually again I slept. 
 
    *** 
 
    Still the rain continues though it is morning again. I have made small inroads into chewing my way through the belt but there is still a long way to go and I am beginning to wonder whether I am equal to the task. Nobody knows I am here! Surely the college will have commenced a search for me by now? When I first awoke I could not contain and found myself sobbing about the grisly fate of poor old Rogers and McGee. I could not get them out of my mind. Yet I could not afford to let my attention wander. It was only a matter of time before my body began to fail through lack of nourishment or water. I must concentrate on chewing my way through the strap so I can call for help. Late into the night I hear rustling in the grass near to hand again but I continue chewing… chewing… 
 
    *** 
 
    I nearly choked on a piece of the leather strap I am chewing through. The rain continued to fall when I came to in the morning and pains run up from my left foot. I cannot move my feet but when I flexed my toes my foot felt sore and wet as if it has been cut by something. I feel weak now and tired but I must continue for I can almost feel the strap about my mouth loosening a little. Perhaps though it is my imagination? 
 
    I dozed a little and when I came too again I was surprised to find myself giggling though at what I am not sure. Although the rain seems to have stopped I find that my head swims now and I feel as if I am slowly fading. I broke a piece of the strap today and through a small hole I tried to shout for help but my throat is sore and dry and all I could manage was a low croaking noise. I shall await it to rain to wet my throat and try again. Not that I have much choice in the matter of course. Last night I dreamed I was an owl and I thought I saw a mouse scuttle across my face. 
 
    *** 
 
    Elizabeth sits on the bright sunlit terrace as I stand across the field from her in my scarecrow suit. Something was tugging at my foot last night, pulling hard; tearing. I do not know what it was, for I cannot move my head still, but I could hear a high pitched squeaking sound. Not one creature though. Possibly many. Dreaming I was an owl swooping down on them and exacting vengeance I fainted again. There is a weight on my arm too as if something is standing on it. I cannot see and as I try to shout through the hole in the strap covering my mouth I hear a sudden loud screech and something flies away from me, making cawing noises as it goes. Across the field I see crows fly across the little of the fields that I can actually see. 
 
    *** 
 
    Something is on my arm again and my foot rages with pain. The left foot is the worst, though I think my right one has been tugged at now too. I cannot be sure. Out of the corner of my eye I see the beak of a crow move into sight. It must surely be a crow for the beak is large, sharp and evil looking. As I try to make a noise to shoo it away it begins to pick at the hood that covers my head and the hat that covers it. I try to scream and hardly any sound comes from my mouth at all. 
 
    *** 
 
    It is night and I can hear something snarling and growling nearby and I can feel my foot being tugged at. Oh Elizabeth where are you? Come and free me from my chains! Tell Grace to come and get me on his pony from the trap and McGee is in the trees laughing at me, Rogers sitting in the branches and mocking, but I cannot see him. Just hear him making owl hoots and fox noises. Is it mutton for lunch tomorrow? I must get out of these ridiculous clothes and go to Chambers for I believe I am behind on my school work. McGee will come and get me. Or Rogers. Stout fellows. Never been drunk in their lives. I know a rhyme now. 
 
    One. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Three. 
 
    McGee is dead. 
 
    Rogers is dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sunlight daylight and Elizabeth pats her umbrella at me. I can see her you know. She is drinking tea. There is a crow on my shoulder. I know it is there even though I cannot see it. It whispers in my ears. It pecks at my hat too, and my shoulder. I keep my eyes closed so it will not see them for that is all that is visible of me to it. I am the eye of the scarecrow, scarecrow gone to market to see the queen. Scarecrow, scarecrow where have you been?  
 
    Time has passed but not much as Elizabeth is still on the terrace and it is still fiercely hot and bright. The crow is still there. I can feel it edge nearer and I briefly open one eye to see a sharp razor tipped beak tugging at the hood as it edges nearer… nearer… I try to scream and I do not know if I make any sound or not for I am separate from myself now, floating floating, lost on a stream of sound or not sound free and free and away I go… 
 
    *** 
 
    Elizabeth Solomon sat on the terrace alone taking tea. Later she would catch up a little on her reading or perhaps busy herself with a little embroidery but for now she was happy to take the air and bask in the sun under the comfort of her parasol, for it simply would not do to burn her fair skin. 
 
    She reflected on the fact that life was incredibly dull these days for she seemed to be suddenly lacking in suitors to come call upon her. Not that she missed that dreadful Grace fellow however. Duller than ditch water he was what with his constant talk of rugby and the vagaries of school life. She had had to tell him not to stop calling in the end for she was tired of pretending that she was out. It was typical of such a bore that he would call every Thursday at precisely the same time, twelve noon. This was most certainly a clue to his personality for sure. 
 
    That nice mister Elijah Farrer seemed quite a nice fellow however for he had made her laugh, though obviously the feeling was not mutual for he had never called upon her and she had not seen him about the village for some time now. Shame. She had quite liked him. Still, never mind. 
 
    She poured more tea and glanced across the field. That silly scarecrow needed fixing up. Its hat was at a very odd angle. Maybe she would walk over some day and fix it. She sighed. Probably not. The day she found herself rearranging scarecrows is the day they could put her in a box and be done with it. She sipped the tea and looked back at the scarecrow. A large crow sat upon the arm of it, making her laugh at the fact that the crow did not seem to be scared of the effigy at all. Such horrible birds. Carrion, of course. 
 
    As she watched the crow pecked at the head of the scarecrow. Once, then twice and a few times more, pecking and pecking at the head. Such horrible birds she repeated to herself. Especially the noises they made, cawing loudly across the fields. 
 
    If she did not know any better she would say that it was most similar to the sound of screaming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Interlude Two 
 
    ~ In which the nature of Lust is examined ~ 
 
      
 
    The boy I now knew as Elijah Farrer stood still at the table, a vague air of relief settling about his gangly frame. Yet he did not take his seat. He just stood there staring ahead of him as if lost in thought or deed. 
 
    “How horrible.” Said the gentleman to my direct right, the banker known, I believe, by the name of Berkeley. He had a somewhat distracted, bothered look about him that he could not seem to shake and his distaste for the contents of Farrer’s story was decidedly apparent. 
 
    “Agreed.” Said the distinguished gentleman directly to my left, Evans is his name I seemed to recall. He had a rather chiselled look about him; ex-military I would have thought for I had come across many men of his bearing in the course of my work. Closed mind usually to a man, but rugged and determined. It would be a fool who would cross one such as him for you could ill afford to invoke their almost limitless capacity to bear a grudge. Single minded they were, as if stubbornness was forged throughout them. Apollyon however simply sat staring at the table, examining each one of us seemingly in turn as the gentleman at the table fell into silence once again.  
 
    That it was a grisly tale there can be no doubt. Quite horrible. Yet at the same time I could not help but feel that the character in the story was but the instrument of his own destruction. Such folly!  Women were not some form of strange creature to be feared; they have the same desires and needs as men do. I will admit to a certain feeling of trepidation when I first met my wife Emily for she was as if an alien creature to me; carefree and quick to laughter. Several of my colleagues insisted that “she would be good for me” whatever that meant, though I suspect that they were referring more likely than not to the two fine children that she would eventually bear me, and that she ran a tidy and efficient household. She was also keen to leave me to my plans of advancement, a trait of hers I greatly admired, I must say. 
 
    Yet the story played on my mind for some reason. I am not given to self-analysis for usually there is no need. I am correct in most things that I do. I did however find myself pondering upon whether I had ever lusted after Emily. I suspected that I had not. That she was an attractive woman goes without saying, for a man cannot expect social advancement if his wife resembles a pig. But lust? I think not. There was the sexual act and the inescapable fact that I had borne two fine and healthy children, but desire was a stranger to me, other than desire to see myself at the highest echelons of society that I could achieve; no more than that.  
 
    As I pondered on these things the older gentleman, Byron Rothering I seem to recall for I had remembered his name once a mention was made of famous family and lands were mentioned by Apollyon sat unmoving but he added a comment about the tale we had all just heard. 
 
    “Terrible thing to happen without a doubt.” He said quietly as if he were musing upon it, “Yet I cannot help but feel that the gentleman concerned can blame nobody other than himself for the predicament in which he found himself.” He played idly with the cigar cutter on the table in front of him. “Such foolishness!” he concluded, almost slamming the device back down on the table in front of him in disgust.  
 
    Still Farrer stood upright, not moving, lost in his thoughts. He was not the only one either. Gabriel Moon sat unmoving at Apollyon’s left, almost as if staring into space. I felt a sneer cross my features as I regarded him yet he still did not move. 
 
    “Lust.” Said Apollyon suddenly out loud, yet he did not move. He was sat back in his chair, feet on the table once more, a manoeuvre he had undertaken halfway through Farrer’s tale. He seemed to have a silent air of satisfaction about him, whilst the overall impression I had from the rest of the table was one of horror at the tale that had just been related to them. 
 
    “Lust.” Repeated the Earl. “The downfall of many a man I fear.” 
 
    “How can it be lust?” I enquired and although the Earl did not move I saw him raise an eyebrow. I pressed on regardless, quick to make my point, “the gentleman in the tale hardly met the lady in question at all. I would say if anything then the culprit here is stupidity rather than lust. In fact, I would say that lust does not come into it at all.” 
 
    Suddenly the Earl rose with surprising speed and at an instant was at Farrer’s side. 
 
    “It is lust because I say it is lust.” He said petulantly into Farrer’s ear; a near whisper that was nevertheless loud enough for each one of us at the table to hear. Farrer still did not move. It was as if he was staring into the distance, though as I watched him I saw his eyes grow black and begin to run with blood. I suppressed a cry of horror as the holes appeared in the young man’s head where his eyes were meant to be. His face was streaked with blood that was pouring down him now and his mouth twisted in a silent scream. Beside him Apollyon still stood, and then I saw he was staring at me too, a broad grin upon his face. Then just as soon as what was obviously a hallucination appeared it was gone and the boy’s eyes were back; the blood gone. I searched the faces of the remaining gentleman about the table for reassurance that they too had seen what I just had but there was nothing. The Earl just stood grinning at me and I was forced to turn my gaze away from him. 
 
    With a sudden rush of air, the two doors through which Glackens had entered the club opened themselves, only the red lamp from within illuminating the darkness therein. 
 
    “Feel free to enter my club Master Farrer.” Smiled Apollyon and led the boy to the doors. He disappeared inside and the doors swung shut once again. “There.” Said the Earl. “Another member admitted.” He rubbed his hands in front of the fire as if he felt the cold, but I felt that the atmosphere of the room was somewhat stifling; cloying almost as if it were too warm. The Earl walked about the table quickly; two seats now empty of course. He seemed to have recovered his good humour however as he patted several of us on our backs as he strode around the table, his pace almost as if he were skipping as he went. 
 
    “Tell me your Lordship.” I said as he moved behind my chair, “Do you hold many of these dinner parties to acquire new members?” I asked. To be truthful I was simply attempting to make conversation and perhaps lift the mood of the room. As I finished speaking the Earl stopped dead behind me and I felt his hand upon my shoulders. 
 
    “Oh many.” I heard him say and I could imagine the grin he gave that everyone else at the table could see but I as he was still standing behind me. “Lots and lots.” He giggled almost which was rather unnerving. There was a pause, almost as if he were thinking. “Though some are of more a challenge than others.” I felt his arms slip off my shoulder and a cold shiver rose up my spine completely unexpectedly. 
 
    “A challenge?” I enquired politely as he moved up the right hand side of the table back in my sight again. 
 
    “Absolutely.” He smiled, stopping behind the seat of Seamus Flanagan who turned in his seat to face the Earl as he did so, clearly equally uncomfortable for some reason with the fact that the Earl was standing behind him. “Take you for instance, Jacob.” He said, calling me by my first name which gave me a slight twinge of satisfaction. He was an Earl, after all was said and done. “I am really not sure which way you are going to turn.” He paused as if considering something. “Really not sure at all.” He concluded. 
 
    To my consternation I felt I had to protest. 
 
    “I assure you your lordship that I am almost certainly the keenest aspirant to The Earl of Ranleigh’s Club in this room.” To my delight the Earl waved his hand as if flapping away my vague protest. 
 
    “I did not mean that.” He smiled darkly. “I did not mean that at all.” I considered asking him what he did mean but I was keen to leave the subject behind however and so said nothing. 
 
    “All going rather well I fear.” Said the Earl testily as he reached his seat at the head of the table and threw himself into it, feet on the table once again. “Who is next?” All turned to each other to see who would be next. Except Moon of course, who just sat unmoving as usual. I fear he had not even moved since the meal was finished at all! I therefore deigned to ignore him as he was obviously not worthy of my attention. To my right in the centre of the table a short man stood; the landowner from Devon with the surname of Faulkner I believe. It may be surprising that I am so good with names, for of course none of us had been formally introduced, but I find that if one is determined to increase one’s standing then an attention to detail, and names in particular is particularly beneficial. 
 
    “I am the third.” Smiled Faulkner, waving the ticket in the air as if he did not believe him. He had a cheery disposition, but it seemed to me that there was something else beneath the surface, almost as if he were hiding something. Perhaps I was incorrect of course, and he did have a good deposition, but he felt wrong somehow. As if he were false. I cannot explain it any better than that any more than I could not explain it to myself, but the feeling nevertheless remained. 
 
    “It is a story of a fellow not unlike myself and his hobby, which some of you may find at first quite a strange preoccupation, but he is not alone for there are many like him too.” 
 
    “Spare us the introduction Mister Faulkner.” Sighed the Earl impatiently. “Just the story please.” 
 
    “Quite.” Sniffed the short man. “I call it, “Three Butterflies”.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Three Butterflies 
 
      
 
    Three butterflies flew past as I stood at end of the lane, net in hand staring expectantly at the hedgerows. I stood startled as they disappeared into the field beyond, my eyes wide and my heart racing. Three butterflies! Such a rare sight for one such as I, who searches for butterflies each day of the week as often as I can. The white cliffs that overlook Langdon Bay are frequently my home, and it is here that I find my peace. In short, my name is Zakariah Faulkner and I am a Lepidopterist. My collection is renowned throughout the world of fellow butterfly enthusiasts such as I. 
 
    Yet this is not my trade, though it consumes more of my hours than I care to admit to anyone other than myself. No. as a gentleman farmer on the south coast I have sufficient funds and time on my hands these days to ensure that my hobby is the sole purpose for my continuance. Yet is it a hobby? Mayhap not, for if you were to ask me my feelings on such a matter then I would without doubt insist that it is the singular imperative for my continuing existence. I live to collect these beautiful insects, to capture them with my carefully placed snares, then to remove their souls from this earthly realm to enshrine them forever within my home in cases and frames where I gaze upon their beauty, frozen in time; forever beautiful. 
 
    In certain religions it is said that a butterfly is a depiction of a soul departing to heaven which is of course a nonsense, and yet when I watch their graceful forms fluttering along the meadows and see them soar into the bright blue sky then sometimes I cannot help but wonder whether there is an element of truth to this in some way that is beyond the ken of mortal men. Yet it is a scientifically proven fact that insects do not have a soul; only Homo Sapiens, and so this cannot be given much credence at all. 
 
    The killing jar is of course a necessary part of my procedure, and yet I feel it eases the insects from this world quickly, for they rarely struggle for a minute or more. Then I pin them on a stretching board before returning to my home upon the cliffs, coveting my treasure, increasing my agglomeration. My collection grows of course, and this very morning I was in discussion of extending my home even more to house it within with my man of all trades, one mister Brandon, who as far as daily events are concerned it is he who actually runs my estate, leaving me more time to be up on the cliffs and meadows, net in hand. 
 
    “The old barn would be handy for a new cattle shed sir.” he had informed me but this very morning. Yet my mind was set. Mere mundane barns and the like were the stuff of his world, not mine, and I coveted the space to increase the storage available for my butterflies. 
 
    “It is my intention to use the barn to further my collection, Thomas.” I noted the look of dismay upon his face but it was my estate and I would do with it as I would. “As you well know.” 
 
    I dismissed him to go about the everyday chores that a farm deems necessary and watched as he shuffled away to attend to some no doubt trivial incident around and about my property. I had no patience for it. There - I admit it! Yet it was the sole provider of my income, and so Mister Brandon was adequately rewarded to care for that in which I held little interest. As long as the farm made profit then I was content, and that was his area of passion and not mine. I harboured the thought that he did not share the same level of enthusiasm for my lepidopterist activities, yet this did not play on my mind at all. He had never seen my collection, though he knew what it consisted of, of course, as did all my household staff. Indeed, I can safely state that none had seen my wondrous collection of butterflies but I, for I kept them secure under lock and key. They were for my viewing only and that was that. Long hours I would sit studying each perfect form pinned lifeless within its glass case. The very thought of looking upon them makes my heart beat faster and the desire to view them once again almost forces me from my afternoon hunt back to my house to spend some time viewing my hard won collection of butterflies. 
 
    Yet there must always be more. Each pattern or display of a butterfly’s colouring entrances me for I have rarely seen the same pattern twice. There are certain similarities of course, yet an expert such as I can easily see the differences and am therefore enraptured by them, so various are their forms, colouring and displays. They are a thing to behold indeed and my hunt will continue for as long as I am able, which I anticipate to be for many a year yet. 
 
    And so. Three butterflies. I find myself as I quite often do on the cliffs above Langdon Bay. The cliffs are famous of course, their white limestone faces pointing across the sea to the damned French and all other sorts who arrive in this country unbidden and unneeded. Yet to the quintessential Englishman it is a sign of home, and so it should be, as magnificent as indeed they are. The view from here is of course quite spectacular, yet I hardly notice it at all. I am more concerned with the sighting of my prey; additions for my collection and now three butterflies have flown past, gambolling, spinning and racing through the warm summer breeze. 
 
    Yet I am not immune completely to the wonders of nature that surround me, for it is a bright warm summer’s day, and the breeze is slight, a cloudless blue sky for as far as the eye can observe covering the heavens above. Bees buzz and bump their way across the meadows and into the hedgerows. It is quite calming this feeling of isolation, for casual walkers are rare at this part of the path as the view is obscured by the hedgerows. 
 
    That the cliffs are high goes without saying of course, and many times - in fact more often than not - a strong chill sea breeze can rattle across these meadows, chilling the bone and bowing the bushes. Trees are rare this high up for in the winter the wind is fierce and strong. Yet the area contains many hedgerows and meadows and once safely sheltered beyond those and tucked away from the wind the breeze is less than that which is found when one is standing on the path that edge along the cliffs. Rarely would I find butterflies here and so usually I avoid them, though the thicker hedgerows along the path form almost a tunnel of foliage that wraps itself around the path, obscuring the view. These areas are of course of less interest to the casual walker for that very reason, and so I find myself traversing these sections of the path too, and it is indeed at this spot that I have just observed the three butterflies flying over the hedgerow and into the meadow beyond. 
 
    I secured the pack on my back that contains the instruments of my trade and push my way through the hedges into the meadow beyond. I had of course as was my habit checked the contents of the pack before I had set out, for I did not want to ruin my walk by not having the articles of my passion near to hand should I secure another butterfly to add to my marvellous collection, which I inevitably would; rare was the day when I returned from my hunt empty handed and irritable. There was my net of course, lightly made with a wide spread piece of linen cloth at the end. It was I had found more by trial and error than anything, much more productive to net a butterfly from below, twisting the net above it as it attempted to escape and this net was the most successful I had constructed yet, though I will admit that I had several at home, though this was not only my favourite but also my most successful snaring device. Once I had it near a butterfly I found it unusual for them to be able to escape, their fluttering attempts at avoiding it at best futile. 
 
    Then there were my soft linen bags and stretching boards, small scraps of card upon which I temporarily impaled my catch before I could return it to my den and mount it professionally in a case if it was worthy. My magnifying glass would soon spot any imperfections or blemishes, and these useless corpses were despatched to the waste bin with all due haste, for I would have perfection, or I would have nothing at all!  
 
    To pin the insects to the boards I had a small collection of insect pins, which I would use to secure the butterfly to the board. These were fiendishly sharp and I found a longer length than normal more to my desire, though I covered the points with small cork caps to prevent cutting myself on their ends as I removed them from my pack. Finally, there was my killing jar, with which I would despatch the insects from this earthly plain. It was a round glass receptacle with a secure lid into which I would place a small amount of a chemical compound before unloading the insect into the jar and then securing the top. I am told by my fellow enthusiasts in correspondence that may occur from time to time that a nine ounce killing jar is usual, but I prefer a larger chamber, and my glass killing jar is of sixteen ounces. 
 
    I find that the larger jar affords a much more direct view of the insect as it suffocates in the chemical mist, a part of the process which I particularly enjoy, watching their futile and ever decreasing attempts to find a way out of the vessel, their wings beating in vain against the glass of the fume filled jar before finally they succumb to the chemical concoction. 
 
    In truth I enjoy this part of my hobby almost as much as pinning the now dead insect to my canvas boards. Often I find myself wondering which part of the entire process is the more rousing for me; the killing, the impaling or the viewing.  I suspect that perhaps when viewing my collection, it is from the point of view of remembering the killing process, but of course this is dwelling on the whole matter mayhap just a little too much, and usually I conclude that my enjoyment is in reflecting upon every aspect of the whole process, as it were. Yet I frequently ask myself the question, if the death is not the most pleasurable part then why do I always remember it so? 
 
    To continue to describe the process by which I procure insects for my collection it is worthy of note that I had of course by this point already added some of the chemical and the demise of the insect was then assured. When I had first embarked upon my collection I was given to use rubbing alcohol, but it was not ideal for it took some time for the creatures to die in the jar. They would flutter about the jar as they suffocated, and this could sometimes cause damage to their wings or bodies. This of course would never do, and so now I use a compound of ethyl acetate which sped up the insect’s demise much more quickly. I do dilute it however as the chemical is expensive, and though it takes them a little longer to die the results are inevitably the same. 
 
    So i placed several of the cork capped pins and stretching boards into my inside jacket pocket, made sure the killing jar was at the top of my pack and hoisting my net before I made my way into the meadow in search of the three butterflies. 
 
    The meadow was wide, bordered on all sides by thick hedgerows, though the bushes through which I had just scrambled seemed less of an obstacle than the hedges in other directions. The grass here was quite deep, a good twelve inches or more and so I waded through it causally, looking all about me for the three butterflies I had seen pass this way but a moment before. I undid my jacket buttons now that I was somewhat sheltered from the sea breeze, for as I have already mentioned, it was a bright sunny day. Already I could feel the sun on the back of my neck, and I took my handkerchief from my pocket to mop my brow. Yet of the three butterflies there was not a sign. I spotted some digitalis in the hedgerow to my right and so I headed in that direction, for as a collector of Lepidoptera in all forms I knew that these beautiful insects favoured these plants, and it may come to pass that the three butterflies I was in pursuit of would make their way there. Such a prize it would be, I thought as I envisioned dispatching all three one by one in my jar, and what a pleasant reminder it would be to add to my collection: the day I encountered and slew three butterflies that had just idly fluttered past.  
 
    Halfway across the field however I was distracted as a butterfly fluttered past, its orange and red markings contrasting darkly with the bright blue sky. As if acting on instinct I raised the net above it and with a deft yet well practiced movement brought the net down ensnaring the insect. I carefully lowered the net to the grass, preventing the creature from escaping my net. I dropped the pack to the ground and kneeling, plucked the killing jar out and placed it on the grass, rapidly unscrewing the lid. I then placed my stoppered bottle of chemicals by its side but I did not remove the top yet. The chemical compound was fiercely expensive and I was not wont to use it carelessly. I wanted to inspect the butterfly I had captured first, and so I leaned in towards the netting and after a moment I could make out the shape of the insect furiously trying to escape my snare.  
 
    To my disgust I spotted almost instantly that the insects wings were already blemished by the net, such was its desire to escape, and so therefore it was completely useless to me as an addition to my collection. I felt anger rise in me for surely now my three butterflies were far away, and I had no hope to secure them for my collection. I had wasted time on this runt of an insect that was now of no use to me at all! Reaching down to the net I crushed the now frantic butterfly between my fingers, and then standing I turned the crushed corpse out of the net and ground it into the grass with the heel of my boot. Securing my jar in my pack and shouldering it once again I set off towards the digitalis once more, attempting to leave my disappointment behind me.  
 
    The sun continued to warm the mid-afternoon air and the meadow was alive with the sound of insects going about their business. Bees, crickets in the grass and so forth. I had never been interested in other insects or wavered from my pursuit of the butterfly, for no other insect interested me in any way at all. What it was that held my attention so was difficult to explain: perhaps the sheer natural beauty of the butterfly or perhaps their fragility, or the difficulty of their capture perhaps. That I found their capture ridiculously easy however, was evident. I had a great deal of practice in this matter, and the fact that I regarded myself as an expert may pass without remark. 
 
    As I approached the clump of foxgloves in the hedgerow however I was aghast to see the three butterflies fluttering just above the hedge. Relief flooded my veins; anticipation too. My special prize was still within reach! I crept forward now slowly, net in hand, licking my lips eagerly at the sight of these three insects. Their markings were spectacular even by my lofty standards, and so onwards I pressed slowly but carefully approaching them.  
 
    One given to flights of fancy may remark upon the fact that it seemed almost as if they were waiting for me, their dance through the air provocative even as they lazily looped around each other as if engaged in some form of aerial play or dance. Yet I am nothing if not a pragmatist, and so I dismissed such a fanciful thought from my head without thought and lunged forward for the nearest insect with my net. I was amazed to see the insect avoid its capture easily, fluttering about the net as it waved uselessly through the air. I swept the net around in a fresh attempt to ensnare the butterfly but already it flew up to join its fellow creatures and with a flourish they flew up over the hedgerow and into the meadow beyond. 
 
    I gave a bellow of rage and pushed my way into the bushes to make my way in the direction they had flown, though this time the scrub was ragged and thick. Hawthorn cut at me as I pushed my way through, snagging my jacket. A thick thorn clawed at my face. Noisily I pushed through the hedge and stood in the next meadow, which was, I saw, very similar to the last. Heading off to my right however I saw the three butterflies fluttering high above me and so I followed them, pulling my ripped and torn jacket closed about me as I went. I wiped my face where the thorn had struck at me and was surprised to see blood on my hand. I resolved to be more careful next time, for the cut was very close to my eye. I could have been blinded!  
 
    Almost at a trot now I bore down upon the butterflies, which although high in the air were not entirely out of reach. I leapt into the air as I pursued them, the net fully extended in my hand but they avoided its snare easily, fluttering in the meadow almost as if taunting me. Yet this did not daunt my resolve. What a prize this would be! Saliva filled my mouth at the anticipation of adding these three fine creatures to my collection. Such was the coincidence of my sighting of them, and the nature of their pursuit that I noted there and then that I would add them to my collection even if by their capture they were damaged. I gathered my strength again for we were now approaching the far edge of the meadow and yet another hedge, though I spotted that this one did not seem to be as thick as the last. One more lunge I tried, but the butterflies mocked me, floating about the net almost contemptuously, and so I followed as they rose above the edge and disappeared into the beyond. 
 
    Without thought I threw myself into the hedge and stumbled against the bushes, my encounter with the thorn completely forgotten. My progress this time was much swifter, for although the hedge was dense, it was not impassable, and so I fell through it, finding myself on the footpath that ran along the bay below. At certain places on this footpath the vegetation forms almost a tunnel, thick and fully leaved on each side. Finding myself in the shade I shivered somewhat, the difference in ambience stark and chilling. Nearby I could hear birds singing, and a bee buzzed past casually. Silence fell, but then I made out the sound of the sea near to hand. I pushed the pack back over my shoulder, for my passage through the hedgerow had dislodged it, and I straightened my jacket as it had caught on the bushes as I had made my way onto the path. 
 
    I stood there listening to the sea as I gathered my breath, whilst at the same time looking wildly about me for any sign of the three butterflies, yet it seemed that they had disappeared! I turned on the spot madly; my net poised to strike but of the insects there was not a sign! I peered about the path that led off in both directions, eagerly examining the flora and fauna for signs of movement. There a bee. Here a fly, but no butterflies. Then off along to my right near to where the hedge grew thinner I saw them, fluttering idly, again as if waiting for me. I had a brief moment of disquiet, but I paid it no heed for my moment of triumph had nearly arrived. It could be that I would be able to snare two of them at one, I considered, or with God’s will maybe all three into the net with one deft swoop! What a sight that would make watching all three suffocate in my killing jar! 
 
    Tip-toeing slowly forward and raising the net I approached the thinning hedge, closely checking my progress as I quietly approached, attempting to make myself as small as I could. I could feel my pulse racing - I must say that in that moment I had never felt more alive in my life, for my prize was almost within reach!  
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly I quietly crept forward. The sound and smell of the sea was stronger now but I put it to the back of my thoughts, my full attention gathered on the three butterflies that danced idly before me, almost as if in wait or anticipation of their capture. The killing jar rattled in my pack as I crept forward and I paused in fear of scaring the creatures away, shrugging the pack more securely back onto my shoulder as I did so. 
 
    Slowly I edged towards them and raised the net. My preparations for their capture was obviously first rate for they had not moved at all, fluttering around each other as if completely oblivious to my presence. 
 
    I realised I was holding my breath now, and I could feel the sweat trickle down my spine despite the shaded hedge I found myself in. It was time to strike! Pushing back on my heels I leapt at the hedge, my net whirling through the air mercilessly. Yet still they avoided me. Almost with disdain the three butterflies rose into the sky and my net cast uselessly into the air, missing all three completely. I had but a moment to consider the fact that they surely seemed to be watching me but it was too late for me to spend time on this thought, for my momentum carried me forward helplessly into the hedge, and I fell forward, the thinning bushes and shrubs failing to stop my forward momentum completely. With a scream of fright, I emerged falling from the hedge and fell forward. 
 
    Into nothing but the sky.  
 
    Down the cliff I fell, head over heels, the bushes vanishing above me, my pack flung from my shoulder and cartwheeling away into the air, falling away as I continued to plummet downward. My screaming filled my ears as I seemed to plummet for an age and then all of a sudden I came to a complete halt with a dull thud and a loud cracking sound. I had barely time to register that I had seemed to have come to a stop when all faded to black. 
 
    When I came to my body was filled with pain and I grunted as I gathered my wits about me. I quickly however determined that I had not been unconscious for very long as the sun did not appear to be much lower in the sky. I estimated that I had passed out for not more than an hour, but as pain raged all about my person I truly wished that I was unconscious again. I began to take stock of my surroundings. Mercifully I had not fallen the full height of the cliff. The sea crashed against the rocks some way below me, though quite how far away I could not be sure as every time that I attempted to move my entire body was racked with pain. I could not move! It was as if I were pinned to the cliff itself! 
 
    I looked down at my left leg which was sticking out at a most peculiar angle, tucked away underneath me almost as if I was sitting on it. Without a doubt it was broken. My right arm too hung uselessly at my side and when I tried to raise it the fierce pain made me desist immediately; broken too obviously. 
 
    Of my backpack and net there was not a sign, though why I lamented this so was a mystery to me. I began to realise that I was having a great deal of difficulty concentrating, my mind sliding slowly over my problem like oil on water, yet failing completely to make sense of the predicament in which I found myself. Which was considerable. I had at least two broken limbs and I was stuck half way down a cliff on a particularly lightly used part of the footpath that was no doubt quite some way above my head. Although I seemed to have trouble collecting my thoughts about this I attempted to call for help and was both discouraged and greatly scared by the thin croaking sound that was all that came out of my throat. 
 
    I tried to move, though the ledge on which I was sat was slight and it was an unwise decision, for were I to fall any further then my demise would be assured. Yet I could not rouse myself. My two shattered limbs prevented my movement in any direction at all.  Panic threatened to overcome me and then faded. It was if I could not concentrate on anything of substance at all. I felt dizzy and light headed, as if I were to swoon at any given moment. Thoughts rose in my mind but it was if I was unable to grasp them. I placed the blame for this squarely on my shock at falling and my shattered limbs, yet I needed to gather my wits; to form a plan of action to overcome my predicament. Instead I was amazed to find myself giggling.  
 
    Snapping to it I shook my head and looked along the thin ledge just as at the end of the shelf I found myself on three butterflies flew down and settled on the ground. This time I knew they were watching me. That it was the same butterflies there could be no doubt. It was not the markings or the size. I just knew.  
 
    I tried to scream in rage but only a small mumble made its way out of my mouth and I felt myself going cold. I raised my undamaged left arm and wiped my forehead, and as I did so I smeared blood across my face, which I thought was strange, for although my left leg and right arm were shattered, there did not seem to be any blood on them. Yet as I glanced down into my lap I could see blood pooling there, soaking into my waistcoat, jacket and trousers. I was horrified to discover that my shirt was soaked as well, the bright crimson blood soaking the cloth. 
 
    Cautiously I raised my left arm and carefully pushed aside my jacket. I tried to scream as pain engulfed me but no sound at all came this time, and I felt nauseated and chilled at the same time as I saw three bright killing pins lodged in my chest, blood running rapidly from my pierced body, cascading down into my lap. I forced my vision from the sight of my life essence pouring out onto the cliff. The cork caps must have been worked loose as I threw myself through the hedges in what seemed like just moments before, and the fall had forced the pins deep into my chest.  
 
    So why three? I had been carrying at least eight pins in my jacket pocket. 
 
    At the end of the sill the three butterflies continued to frolic happily, and I could not help but feel that they were again observing my plight. I considered attempting to remove the killing pins but I realised that were I to do so then the flow of blood may increase, and so I turned my face back to them; three bright pins jutting from around my heart and chest, blood falling freely down my clothes from the wounds. I felt my attention drifting, the sun still high in the sky glinting off the metal sticking from my body.  
 
    Yet I felt cold. I heard vaguely from somewhere a deep grunting sound that may or may not have been laughter and then after a while I realised it was coming from me. Then despair. Why was I so eager to use such long pins? Why should I have not realised I was by the cliff edge? Yet I am not a man for regrets, though truth be told I was having great difficulty in concentrating on anything at all. It also seemed to be growing dark, even though I could see that the sun was still quite high in the sky. Colder too. One part of me did not relish the thought of spending a night on the cliff, but the other half did not seem to be able to fix on the issue at all. It was if I had imbibed too much liquor, and yet pain racked my limbs and my back too. Yet the pain was now growing dim as darkness fell around me, and I stared slack jawed at the sun riding in the sky high above and as darkness fell and I felt myself growing even more light headed and cold. I looked up as I faded, and in the sky so impossibly high up that they must have seemed to reach the gates of heaven itself, three butterflies flew past fluttering in the breeze and as the darkness took me they seemed to shine briefly in the light of the sun and then they just slowly flew away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Interval Three 
 
    ~ In which the practice of cruelty is dissected ~ 
 
      
 
    “Three souls.” Mused Apollyon as if he were relishing the thought almost. As the tale finished brandy glasses were refilled by those seated at the table and Faulkner sat back down again. As he did so I thought I caught a flash of red upon his shirt that looked almost as if it were blood seeping into the cloth. Lots of it too. Yet as I blinked and looked again I could see that I was mistaken, for his shirt looked quite normal once again. None of the other gentlemen there seemed to notice anything either. 
 
    “How marvellous.” Finished Apollyon almost breathlessly. “So what do we think gentlemen?” he asked of the remaining nine people including myself who were arranged about the table. Two chairs were now empty and I rather suspected that a third was about to be vacated too. 
 
    Of course it was now all too apparent why I had taken a dislike to Mister Zakariah Faulkner so for it seemed to me that he appeared to take just a little bit too much pleasure from his harming of the butterflies. I have never been a man given to the harming of dumb creatures or animals; insects or not, and I hope I never will. I have a strong affection for dogs for example and have several of them at my home in the countryside. When the weather allows you can find me in the fields and meadows around my home with the boys throwing sticks for the dogs and so forth. Only when time allows of course, for I have my own pursuits and correspondence to take care of during the weekends and so the pleas of my children to take them for a walk falls upon deaf ears more often than not, yet when I can, I do. 
 
    Nevertheless, I cannot abide cruelty to animals, though it would appear that Mister Faulkner thought and acted otherwise. 
 
    “The man in the story seems to enjoy his hobby.” I said to Faulkner plainly, but with an edge of distaste in my voice.  
 
    “I do.” Said Faulkner without even an ounce of remorse in his voice. 
 
    “So what is the satisfaction gained from pinning a dead insect in a case just to look at it?” I smiled, though my disdain must have been obvious to all at the table there. 
 
    “Why are you so concerned?” asked Faulkner, leaning on the table. “Insects do not possess a soul anyway.” He sniffed haughtily, “It is a well-known fact.” 
 
    “Really?” smiled Apollyon as if he was learning something new that surprised him greatly. “How sweet.” He smiled again, and suddenly I felt as if I were the butterfly in the case beneath his gaze. I forced my eyes away back to Faulkner. 
 
    “It is hardly the point.” I continued. “It seems that there is an element of cruelty involved to me.” There was something else disturbing me now but I could not place my finger upon it. I was concentrating instead on my sudden intense dislike for the small twisted face of the lepidopterist sat across the table from me. 
 
    “I also.” Said Jeptha Farrager, the thin, gaunt looking man directly to Apollyon’s right who had up to this point remained silent. I had caught him gazing at Gabriel Moon several times as if in fascination, but this was the first time he had actually spoken. “You have a streak of cruelty about you Mister Faulkner.” He concluded, “It is plain for all to see.” 
 
    “Come gentlemen!” shouted Apollyon all of a sudden, clapping his hands loudly. Several of the gentlemen about the table startled as he did so, apparently to his great satisfaction judging by the grin upon his face as he did so. “Let us not fall out over butterflies!  Come now!” Still something was nagging at me, attempting to tug at my concentration but I could not place where the feeling of disquiet was coming from as Apollyon once again began a circuit of the table. 
 
    “I see no harm in it.” Said Evans from my left as I would probably have expected him to. What with his ex-military bearing and so on. “It’s just a damned butterfly.” He laughed, and Faulkner gave him a grateful glance, which the ex-soldier returned. Seamus Flanagan did not appear to have an opinion on the matter for he just shrugged his shoulders and left the conversation to the rest of us. Gabriel Moon of course sat completely still, as apparently oblivious to all about him as all about him were oblivious to him in return. 
 
    Cornelius Radley who had also up to this point remained quiet also shrugged his shoulders. As an engineer I would expect nothing less of course and so ignored him. Yet I felt that the disagreement had run its course and there was nothing to gain from its continuance. My disapproval had been noted and that was more than adequate as far as I was concerned. 
 
    As if in agreement the two doors at the end of the room swung open once again just as Apollyon reached the place where Faulkner sat and he helped him out of his seat and towards the doors. 
 
    “Welcome to my club.” He said, winking conspiratorially at Faulkner who rose and walked into the darkness within the room. As the doors swung closed behind him however I noted that this time the red lamp inside seemed just a little brighter than they had before. Silence fell about the room as Apollyon returned to his seat. 
 
    “Who is next?” said the Earl as he settled himself back down, boots on the table once more. This time it was the turn of Seamus Flanagan who sat next to Gabriel Moon of course. The Irishman placed his ticket into the centre of the table upon which was written a large number four. 
 
    “Please feel free to proceed Mister Flanagan.” Said Apollyon, waving his hand for him to start. 
 
    “The name of me tale is Uisce Beatha.” Said the Irishman plainly. 
 
    “I am sorry?” Byron Rothering spluttered directly across the table from Flanagan. 
 
    “Uisce Beatha.” Smiled Seamus. “It is Gaelic for, “The water of life”.” He looked at all around the table as if perhaps we were simple. “It’s where the word, “Whiskey” comes from.” He finished and finally we understood. 
 
    “Thank you for the lesson.” Smiled Apollyon. “Let us get on with the matter in hand shall we, Mister Flanagan?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Uisce Beatha 
 
      
 
    Seamus Flanagan is who they call me because it’s the name I write in me hat in case I lose it as God’s me judge. For me work I make the whiskey in me still out at the factory situated in number seventeen Pedlar’s Lane in the town. Copper vats and barley, that’s what it’s all about so say I but not just any barley, oh no! Only the best for a tub of Flanagan’s. Best in the county they say for it is so. Well when I say the best in the county I means of course the best for the price anyway. It’s not yeh classy fermented for years kind of affair. Cheap and cheerful as they say, whether it’s for a Saturday night special or just for cleaning the brasses. 
 
    It’s a curious state of affairs I say that a man has a business that is doing better than he thought and yet he still has control of all the day to day to-ings and fro-ings about the bloody place and that’s a fact. It’s the way I likes it though because then I can get me hands dirty and keep me nose to the coal face as they say. Flanagan’s in a jug is the best there is at the price in my opinion and we make a fair old barrel of it. 
 
    Now don’t be going and getting me wrong but although me regulars like a drop of Flanagan’s I’m not a millionaire or spending me money on fancy cars and what have you. Not this Seamus Flanagan that’s for sure, you must have mistaken me for another if you’re thinking that that’s the truth. The whiskey makes me money but it takes time to make and sell. A roof above me head and a new copper still from time to time is the best I can expect as God’s me judge. Times can be tough though and I’m neither sure nor certain where me next few sacks of barley are coming from half of the bloody time, yet somehow or another with the Lord’s help I muddle me way through. 
 
    Now me head worker, supervisor chief cook and bottle washer is one Fergus O'Casey. A thicker man you’d never meet this side of the River Shannon, and that’s the truth plain and simple. I think the poor fellah had a knock to his head when he was a kid or maybe his mammy dropped him on his bloody head or something when he was tiny.  If it isn’t the truth that he goes and wears the same bloody green bobble hat every day and brings his sandwiches wrapped up in the newspaper from the day before as well. It’s a pity all those words he wraps them up in don’t soak into the head though for he’s a man of few words, there’s no doubting that at all. Normally he settles for a grunt or two and that’s good enough for me. As long as his grunts are in the affirmative then him an me are singing from the same hymn sheet as they say in church. This suits me fine for his job normally is loading up the barley into the vats and I’m not there for the craic or chin wagging and that’s the truth as God’s me judge. Get the vats loaded and set them running and I can bugger off back to me fecking bed and that’s all I asks of Fergus O’Casey or any other man that works for me, full time or not. 
 
    Been with me for years he has and the other workers I have, though not many reckon on him being a boss or the like, usually do exactly what he tells them to do even if he does only grunt at them from time to time. Still, he lives near to me and knows his stuff with the whiskey and that’s important. I don’t have to act like a nanny to him like I do the others because I can’t afford mistakes when I’m sailing this close to the wind with me sales and costs. Fergus doesn’t make mistakes and that’s good enough for me and that’s the end of it. 
 
    Well not mistakes as such. Not until he disappeared anyway, and though I says disappeared I don’t mean that as such, cause I know where he is. Not that I knew this at first of course, but I eventually realised. No, not disappeared, just missing is what I mean and if that doesn’t make sense it’s because I’m not done telling you what happened yet! 
 
    Handling the barley, we were. It had been a day of ups and downs and the pair of us were the only ones left in the factory, loading the still with the barley. When yeh work for yourself it’s not really overtime because as far as I have heard overtime is what you get paid for and this particular gaffer’s not taken much of a shine to paying any more than he has to for whatever reason, but I needed to put this batch on because supplies were running lower than a snake’s belly and that’s the truth. It’s a large still we were using. Big copper thing to roast the barley and then distil it into the still to its side. It filled with water when closed and from there we distil the whiskey. Uisce Beatha they calls it, or the water of life in the English, and I was proud that the stuff I made was thought of that way, though I did also wish more buggers would buy a bottle or two or I’d never be able to retire for sure! 
 
    Eventually the barley was loaded and the flames lit. I closed the door of the still and heard the water filling the tank. It was time for my bed for we could leave the still running overnight. I’d have a look at it in the morning and make sure it was all running as it should. 
 
    “Fergus!” I called to the bugger for he seemed to have sloped off somewhere. Being a man of few words and such he was quite often difficult to locate but this night I was tired all the way down to me socks and so I wasn’t the most patient person in the distillery. “Fergus!” I called again. “Where the feck are you you skiving bastard?” As I say I was tired and if I’d known what was about to come to be I might have been a bit more patient, but I wasn’t to know now, was I? 
 
    Well I looked high and low for the silly bugger but I couldn’t find him. Even checked in to the pub on the way home just in case he was there, or that was what I told me wife so I did but he wasn’t there anyway. The truth of the thing is he never turned up for work the next day or the day after that. Me whiskey still was Fergus-less so to speak, and it meant I had to do a fair bit more of the work than I would normally. By the start of the fourth day I thought about going to knock on his door but the daft bugger had disappeared before - usually round St Patrick ’s Day he would be gone for a week or so, and so I thought little about it at the time and didn’t then either. 
 
    Early that morning I started earlier than normal as it was going to be a long day, for it was now that I would be opening up the vats and moving the whiskey to the barrels. It’s not a long process for sure, but it’s in the wooden casks that the whiskey matures. Not that I am making a connoisseur whiskey - oh no! As I’ve said already a bottle of Flanagan’s is a cheap Saturday night special or good for cleaning the brasses. Best for the price remember, and of that I’m under no illusion. I started getting ready to barrel up on me own as I couldn’t get any other of the idle bastards that work for me to start at five in the morning and not be paid for it, the ungrateful sods that they were.  
 
    First I had to drain the copper still into the tanks to fill the barrels from and when that was done I could start barrelling up. After that was all done it was the scrubbing of the vats ready for another batch in maybe a week or so’s time. So I drained the still into the tank and set about filling the barrels. It was long hard work and by the time me work shy staff turned up I set them to it as I was already flagging. All day it took but the latest six barrels of Flanagan’s were filled and set to rest. By six in the evening they left me to it and by eight in the evening I was dead on me feet. 
 
    Yet I knew that I still had to clean out the inside of the still, and that was all there was of it. Me old daddy had put me right on this matter. A dirty still is a still that won’t be lasting long and that’s for sure, and so I was determined to do it that night. It gets dirty as a pig in a sty. The grain is roasted and water poured in, after which it is heated to far beyond boiling point. There’s a bit more to it than that of course, but it’s the boiling that makes a difference and that’s the truth. 
 
    So I opened up the still door, sliding the locks open and wrenching it aside. As I did so the usual trickle of liquid flowed over me boots and picking up me bucket I moved forward to step inside and get cleaning. As I did so however I looked down and saw what looked like a small woolly rag at me feet. To say this concerned me was an understatement. If there were foreign objects in me still, then me whiskey might be contaminated too. Stooping down I picked up what looked like a small green rag.  
 
    Like a bobble hat in fact. 
 
    Me heart jumped into me mouth and I shot out of the still like a mad bugger. Up the ladder I went and looked down into the hopper from above. Was it meself who closed it when we were doing the whiskey the other night I thought to meself. I was sure it was. It’s quite a dangerous thing is that what with the boiling water below and it being big enough to make jumping across it quite hard. Big enough to fall into in fact.  
 
    Jesus. 
 
    Back down the ladder I went, into the still and started scrabbling around in the remnants of grain on the floor. There were other rags here too, and feeling around in the dark I felt what might have been a long stick. I dragged it out of the still and into the light and cursed out loud. 
 
    It was a bone. 
 
    Over the next hour I found all the bits of what was obviously once Fergus O’Casey, skull and all. The daft bugger must have fallen into the still from the hopper above. The boiling water had dissolved most of the meat on him completely leaving just a few rags as well as the bobble hat of course. The bones and the skull too. I could hardly bring meself to touch them but they had to be moved! My head spinning, I looked down at the six large barrels of the latest batch of me whiskey and as I put what was left of Fergus into a sack I had previously kept the grain in the thought suddenly came to me that all me whiskey was now contaminated.  Yet the price of the grain alone would be the end of me business if I had to throw the whiskey away. Deciding to keep me bloody mouth shut I locked up the still and went to the pub to get as drunk as I possibly could. 
 
    Over the next few days I began a little rumour about some blonde woman coming to see Fergus on the night he disappeared and the men in the still took to the thought of it like an oil covered rag being set to with a match. They say women can gossip but Jesus, they have nothing on men when there’s the thought of a bit on the side in the air.  By the end of the second day of me starting the rumour the men at work had re-invented Fergus O’Casey from the gormless brush headed goon that he was into some kind of rose twirling Casanova. The very idea made me chuckle, but they took to it all the same which made me plans just a little easier. 
 
    After a week his missus came to see me and though she claimed she was after his wages there seemed to be more questions about the mysterious woman who had come to see Fergus on the night of his disappearance than anything. The non-existent woman, that is. She seemed disappointed more than anything, but was determined not to show it. I gave her a few shillings more than I should have and she was on her way. 
 
    By now the whiskey was ready and the bottling had started, making the men in me factory busier than a cat with two mice, and I set me delivery man the job of shifting it. Eoin O’Toole is the most appropriately named man I have ever met. Not because he was assuredly a definitive Eoin, but because he was very definitely an O’Toole of some sort. He was a cross of delivery and salesman and although he set me teeth on edge whenever I had the misfortune to have to share the air in a room with him he could sell me whiskey for sure, and that was good enough for me. 
 
    Usually it takes a month or so for him to get rid of the stuff so on the Friday he left with a cart loaded with three cases of the whiskey to start his onslaught on the pubs and shops about the town. I was more than a little nervous of course as this was me Fergus flavoured batch and although I didn’t want to pour it down the sink I didn't want to poison anyone either. 
 
    I worried all weekend though when O’Toole turned up on the Monday he didn’t seem to be telling stories of anyone dying when they tried the whiskey and so I just got on with the task of getting me next batch ready. On the Monday he took three more cases out on the road with him. That left ninety cases to be moved. I was busy with the brewing for a few days and when I looked again on the Thursday there were eighty cases left. 
 
    Which set me thinking that the whiskey was selling far quicker than was usually the case. Perhaps O’Toole had a fit on him or the like and the thought occurred to me that maybe O’Toole was on a run with his patter and so I thought no more of it. It was only when I bumped into the bugger loading up his cart with another ten cases on the Friday that I noticed he looked just a little bit flustered. 
 
    “Jesus Seamus!” he said as he placed another case on his cart. “You’ve only gone and done a wicked old brew this time round!” he panted as he stood there all sweat and smiles in me still. “The buggers can’t get enough of it!” 
 
    “Eh?” was all I managed and the salesman patted me on the back. 
 
    “It’s selling like it’s the water of life, Seamus!” 
 
    I gulped, realising just how near to the mark O’Toole actually was. It would appear that me Fergus flavoured whiskey was selling rather better than me normal stuff. 
 
    “They say it’s like angels dancing on their tongues!” he finished. I’ve put the price up three shillings more than usual and it’s still selling out every day. It’s a miracle!” he finished. 
 
    I sat down on a box to get me breath. 
 
    He continued packing up and securing his cart as I sat there with me head in me hands, the room spinning. I opened one of the cases and took a bottle out. The very thought of trying it made me feel sick to the stomach but I held it up to the light and I would say that it looked a little more golden than usual. Added to that the fact that O’Toole was getting three shillings more for it than the usual price made me feel just a little bit better but I looked at the still about to run the next batch and sighed. Me heart wasn’t in starting up the next batch and so I persuaded a few of the men to stay on and set the still running while I buggered off. 
 
    On me way out I picked up a couple of bottles out of the open case and on me way home dropped them off at Fergus’s missus house. I offered me condolences for the fickle way of men in general and Fergus in particular as I handed the bottles over to her. It wasn’t much and that I know for sure, but it brought a warm rosy glow to me heart to know that if nothing else Fergus was still at home in spirit if in nothing else. 
 
    Continuing on me way home I set me mind running through the Fergus flavoured Uisce Beatha. Ha! The water of life and that’s the truth! Poor old Fergus…. Suddenly the thought hit me like a thunderbolt. I had left the lads firing up the still for the next batch and O’Toole loading up his cart. They were working right next door to what passed for me office, and on the table there was the sack with the bits of Fergus in it, or what remained of him anyway. Jesus! The bloody thing was in plain sight! 
 
    I shot through the streets running like a bloody lunatic and into the still, finally made me way into the still which was bubbling away, steam issuing from the copper vat, but of the lads there wasn’t a sign. I crept to me office breathing a sigh of relief to stash the sack but as I opened the door there was O’Toole sitting with his feet on me desk, a glass of whiskey in his hand and poor old Fergus’s skull sitting on the table. There was a small lit candle stuck in the top of it and the flame guttered slightly as I opened the door. O’Toole smiled like a cat who had just got sight of the bloody mouse. 
 
    “You've always thought you’re better than me, haven’t you Seamus?” he smirked. I felt sick to me stomach. “What with you selling all the shite you pass off for whiskey and all.” He nudged the skull with his foot and the candle swayed ominously. “Poor old Fergus here seems to have improved the flavour slightly. Seems like the town can’t get enough of the bloody stuff. I’m thinking we will be out of stock by this time next week.” He tipped his glass towards the bubbling still. “Which is when we go back to the same old rust cleaner you’ve been peddling for years.” 
 
    “It was an accident O’Toole.” I said, moving back towards the door. “I never touched Fergus!” 
 
    “Ah well it hardly matters now does it? Good job I sent the lads home before they saw what’s left of poor old Fergus.” he smiled even broader than before and for the first time in me life the bastard surprised me. He shot from behind the table like a rat out of a hole and smashed me in the face with what I thought might have been his fist but felt more like a bloody brick. All went black though I could hear him laughing before I passed out. 
 
    I must have fainted because when I came to I’m on the top of the still and O’Toole is holding onto me. I think all the lifting of those cases must have given him more muscles than I credited him for, because he must have carried me up onto the top of the still on his shoulders. 
 
    “It seems to me Seamus.” he smiled as I looked down into the boiling water of the still below me, “It seems to me that there is a definite improvement in the whiskey if you give it a little bit of the Fergus treatment.” he said. “Problem is Fergus is all out of steam so to speak. So what’s a poor man to do?” 
 
    “O’Toole.” I spat, struggling to try and release the buggers grasp but he was strong and I failed. My head was spinning like a child’s spinning top. “Don’t be a bloody fool man!” 
 
    “Oh I have been a fool for years, Seamus.” he snarled. “Peddling yeh shite whiskey about town for little or no reward, working all the hours God sends sometimes for no pay. I think you’re in me way Seamus, and that’s no mistake.” 
 
    I gulped and went to say some bloody thing or another but me mind froze, though I knew in me heart that O’Toole wouldn’t be persuaded. 
 
    “I think there could be an endless supply of this new recipe if I play me cards right.” He laughed, and he dragged me closer to the hole below me in which I could see the water boiling and bubbling. He must have opened the still while I was away with the fairies. “Goodbye Seamus.” he smiled and he pushed me forward. Just a small nudge. Down I fell and as the boiling water rose to meet me I didn’t even have time to scream before in I went. 
 
    *** 
 
    O’Toole stood on the top of the still smiling as the body began to be boiled to nothing. What a find! No more running carts across the city for him - no, play his cards right and he’d be richer than his dreams could imagine. 
 
    He laughed out loud as he closed the lid on the still. Tomorrow it would be barrelling up and then bottling time again, and then after that who knows? The town had plenty of homeless folk and tramps. The opportunities were limitless. “Uisce Beatha.” he whispered. “The water of life. Who would have thought it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Interval Four 
 
    ~ In which a question is posed ~ 
 
      
 
    “Bugger me if I’m no longer a bloody distiller and a brewer but a fecking flavour!” cursed Flanagan as he finished his tale and threw himself into his seat in disgust. I had the same feeling of disquiet as after the tale of butterflies, but I could not get the reason for it straight in my mind somehow. Still, it was a disturbing tale, but as I have said already I am not one for imagining or flights of fancy, and so I managed to quell my feeling of disgust relatively easily. I would however ensure that I would only drink brandy this evening, for the whiskey had suddenly become very unpalatable indeed. 
 
    There were loud chuckles from around the room and the clapping of hands in light applause at the conclusion of his tale, but poor Seamus just sat there wrinkling his face in disgust. In truth it was a distasteful tale but it was told with an element of humour that was the trademark of the infrequent Irish men that I crossed paths with during the course of my work.  There was no doubt Flanagan had told his tale in a much more palatable way than any other at the table could have done.  
 
    “Quite amusing.” Said Jeptha Farrager from the seat to the right of Apollyon, raising his brandy glass to Flanagan who sat across the table from him slightly to his right. Flanagan said nothing, glaring at him almost as if in defiance. 
 
    “I fear I may never imbibe a whiskey and soda again my life.” I smiled. “You never know who is going to be in it apparently.” My little joke raised a few chuckles about the table which was an unusual experience for me for I am not a man much given over to a light hearted or humorous approach to pretty much anything really.  
 
    I must say that it felt quite good to have made the other gentlemen about the table laugh so.  
 
    Feeling unnecessarily pleased with myself I tried to trace the unspoken reason for my disquiet which had been growing on me during several of the stories and for some time now, but as before I could not place the reason for my unease. The engineer, Cornelius Radley had, I had noticed, paid particular attention to the parts of Seamus’s story that referred to the mechanism of the whiskey still. I had noted and I realised at that point that my misgivings about his engineer’s sense of practicality and lack of imagination had been particularly well founded. He remained silent for now however as obviously he had nothing to add to the story at all.  
 
    His lordship, Artemis Apollyon, the twenty seventh Earl of Ranleigh however remained particularly quiet for a change, watching the gentleman arrayed about his table as the story was discussed, examining us as if we were ants, or butterflies pinned in a case I thought. Yet he said nothing. Nothing at all. 
 
    Dickinson Evans, the ex-military man to my immediate left was swilling brandy about his glass. Following the conversation around the table but not contributing to it. 
 
    “Well, O’Toole looks like his fortune is set.” He finally responded glumly but that was it, 
 
    “I’ll say. The swindling bastard!” shouted Flanagan and then returned to his mulling over his ruin. 
 
    What was it I was trying to place? It was at the tip of my tongue yet I could not locate it. I had made one decision in my mind however, and that was once I was admitted into the club then I would have scarce contact with any of the people that I had encountered at this table so far. They hardly seemed my type to say the least, and it was beginning to prey on my mind that surely these sorts of people were not typical of the other members for surely such distasteful people could not be spread so widely? Still, I put the thought to the back of my mind. Simply just being a member of The Earl of Ranleigh’s Club was enough to lift my social status into the heavens themselves! It was of little consequence to me if I found some of the other members at best distasteful; my elevation was surely assured. 
 
    “And yet amidst the humour you took advantage of your employees at every turn.” Said Apollyon suddenly, staring at Flanagan as if he were some strange creature that he had discovered. 
 
    “Ah it’s just goodwill. They all had jobs. Nobody starved.” Said Flanagan with an edge of defensiveness in his voice. 
 
    “And so the unpaid overtime and the few extra hours here and there Mister Flanagan? What of those?” 
 
    “Well they had a job!” spat Flanagan. If it wasn’t for me and me whiskey they’d have nothing!” 
 
    “So you admit you ran roughshod over their lives?” enquired Apollyon, raising an eyebrow as if Flanagan was going to try and dodge the issue, which to the general surprise of those gathered about the table he did not. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that way meself Mister Apollyon.” Said the Irishman, ignoring his Lordship’s title altogether. Frankly I was amazed he didn’t address him by his first name of Artemis, such was his lack of decorum. “But yes I did ask them to work for nothing at all by way of remuneration sometimes. It was all with the aim of keeping the business going, that’s all!” 
 
    “I see.” Smiled the Earl. “So you made men work in harsh and shall we say dangerous conditions for little or no pay for your own financial gain?” Again, Flanagan nodded slightly in admission, showing, I thought at least, little or no shame at all. Not that it seemed to matter much to the Earl for he was grinning again I saw. Flanagan nodded his head slowly as if acknowledging that this was indeed the case. The Earl suddenly looked immensely pleased. 
 
    “Good man!” exclaimed the Earl as the doors behind him flew open and Apollyon stood and guided Flanagan through them. “Another member joins the club!” exclaimed Apollyon as Flanagan disappeared into the darkness of the room beyond. Once again we all applauded keenly as Apollyon returned to his seat, a large cat-like grin upon his face. There was still a dim illumination of red light from within the other room which was rapidly extinguished as the doors shut tightly closed. 
 
    There was a brief silence as we all sat shocked at Apollyon’s apparent approval of Mister Flanagan’s shall we say, “sharp work practices” and then we were off again. I vaguely heard that the next story was to be read by Mister Berkeley who was of course seated to my immediate right, and that the story was to be called, “A spoon filled with sugar” which is a curious title at best. Yet I was not concentrating on the events occurring around the table, though I did register what was happening on a casual basis. 
 
    The reason for this was that I had noticed that Gabriel Moon, my manservant, had now turned to face me and in fact was staring at me intently. On his face was an expression of what can only be referenced as fury and perhaps an edge of disgust as well. Nervously I peered back at him but his stare was forceful; piercing, and so I was the first to look away. As the other gentlemen were preparing to hear Berkeley’s tale everything seemed to fall to silence around me. I did notice however that Apollyon too seemed to be distracted, as he was staring at me intently again, a broad grin upon his face. 
 
    “You fool!” Moon suddenly spat at me. I noticed the Earl’s ears twitch as Moon shouted at me as if aware that something was occurring in the room but that he was not quite sure what it was. None of the other five men arranged about the table seemed to notice that Moon had spoken either. Yet still Moon’s fierce glare held me. 
 
    “Do you really think?” he began but lost his temper and banged his fist on the table loudly in frustration. Again, only Apollyon and I seemed to notice, and the Earl was very much trying to not let me see that he was aware that something he could not place was going on. Slowly, as if trying to keep his temper in abeyance Moon started again, though his tone was no less vehement or angry. 
 
    “Do you really think that these are just stories?” he as good as snarled at me, and as he finished the spell was broken and Moon returned to silence once again, turning his face away from me and staring into space once again. 
 
    His words completely baffled me. Of course the tales these men were telling were just stories! What else could they be? I put the question out of my head and concentrated instead on Mister Berkeley to my right who had now risen and was commencing to read his story, “A Spoon Filled with Sugar”. 
 
    What on Earth could Moon have meant? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    A Spoon Filled with Sugar 
 
      
 
    If you want to find number eighteen Cherry Hill Lane all you have to do is to ask a policeman when you spot one. He will push his helmet to one side, scratch his head as if considering your request carefully and then he will point his white gloved hand and say, “First to your left, take a second right, sharp right again and you are there. Good morning.” If you press him further however then no doubt he would be more inclined to inform you of the recent terrible deeds that have taken place there. He may even remember to whisper details of the terrible black soot marks on the pavements outside of the house, and the fact that even the heaviest of rain showers (and London has lots of those; thunderstorms too) completely fails to wash the soot marks away.  
 
    Unlike the policeman however, I do not tolerate mere conjecture, for this is my story and the events that transpired at this address.  
 
    I am the master of that house, my name being Geoffrey Berkeley. I am also the head of the trading department that deals with foreign bonds for the bank of Frobisher and Honeywell in the city. I reside at the above address and it is purely through neglect that I can lay at no other door than my own that I found myself on this Autumn morning in search of a new nanny. The previous nanny had left under something of a cloud without even giving notice, which I can assure you caused me a great deal of inconvenience, inconvenience that I could very well do without being a very busy career minded member of my employer, the bank. 
 
    Katherine nana, or Kathy nana as my two children, Paul and Susan Berkeley were inclined to call her, gave a damning report on their behaviour, including (amongst other things) a complete lack of respect for her, failure to follow commands and general untidiness and laziness regarding the contents of the nursery. 
 
    To say that I was annoyed is an understatement. Apoplectic with rage would be a more fitting description and I had little choice but to place yet another advertisement in The Times for another nanny, this being the fourth in the last three months. In the advertisement. I listed the ideal candidate for the position as requiring a firm hand and to be a disciplinarian, for I felt that my children spent too much time playing and being generally boisterous than learning respect and discipline. What i required was a nanny with a firm hand who was willing to take charge of my brood and give them some moral fibre and obedience to their parents’ wishes. 
 
    Needless to say, my wife Wilhelmina took her usual lenient stance on my children’s upbringing saying quietly to me that it was not such a good idea to have an authoritarian figure looking after them on a daily basis, which beggar’s belief if you take Kathy Nana’s report to be true. 
 
    “Nonsense.” I said to her as I took up a pen and piece of notepaper to draft a list of the requirements that I thought would be essential for a nanny for my two errant children. “Paul and Susan require discipline and plenty of it. There is no point whatsoever in hiring yet another weak willed nanny who will leave us without notice again in a number of weeks’ time. I will not be crossed on this, Wilhelmina!” I shouted and she gave me a glance of reluctant agreement, a look she uses far too often for my liking. 
 
    “I suppose you know best, darling.” she sighed. “Though do try to hire someone who doesn’t smack them too much.” I snorted at this. 
 
    “Well, Kathy Nana didn’t seem to smack them at all, and look where that has led us!” I surmised. She looked away and I noticed a small piece of paper in her hand. 
 
    “What is this then?” I asked as she passed the irregularly folded piece of paper across to me. 
 
    “The children have made a note of requirements of their own.” she said, smiling. 
 
    “Have they indeed?” I laughed, unfolding the piece of paper to reveal their scruffy handwriting inside. “Look at this handwriting, Wilhelmina!” I protested, waving the paper at my wife who just raised an eyebrow in some unspoken protest I chose to ignore. I glanced at the note again in irritation. “What does this word say?” I said and was surprised as Wilhelmina snatched the paper from my hand. 
 
    “Disposition.” she said, though I swear she crossed her eyes attempting to work it out. I sniffed angrily. “Quite a word for a child to use.” I said, not entirely displeased to see that that was what it actually said. “Though if it were a little clearer it would be all for the better I should imagine.” I continued to read the note and was quite frankly appalled by what it contained. “Rosy cheeks?” I spluttered. “Play games!” I think perhaps I need to take matters into my own hands, Wilhelmina! I shall personally supervise the appointment of a new nanny myself!” 
 
    “Quite so.” said my wife, and with a flourish I tore the note up and threw it into the unlit fireplace, the pieces of paper scattering about the grate. 
 
    “I expect the new nanny to mould our young brood into outstanding, and more importantly, well behaved children.” I glanced into the fireplace once again. “Preferably with excellent handwriting!” I snorted, and lit my pipe. 
 
    Within a few days I had attended the offices of The Times and gave them the advertisement I wished them to run. Needless to say it included no mention of disposition, cheery or otherwise, and certainly did not contain any mention of games or anything of the like. A few choice phrases it did contain included, “firm”, “able to give commands”, “no nonsense”, “traditional”, “discipline” and “rules”. All in all, I was very pleased with its contents. The time and date and my address were contained in the text and that the interview process was due to start at eight am on the following Monday, which was tomorrow. I had arranged for a day’s holiday with my employers at the bank, though I had brought home with me several items of non-confidential paperwork that I would complete later on today, to give me a head start as it were upon my return to work on the Tuesday. 
 
    Anticipating having to interview prospective candidates gave me a spring in my step, and I relished the opportunity to do so the next morning. I retired to bed early on Sunday night and slept fitfully enough, though I was woken in the early hours by a loud moaning, no doubt from the wind rushing down the chimney. The thought crossed my mind that perhaps the chimney was overdue a sweeping but it was just a fleeting idea and giving it no more thought I returned to sleep and from that point onwards slept very soundly indeed. 
 
    The next day I rose early and attended to my appearance, dressing as one would expect for an employer who is seeking to take on a new member of staff. As is my habit I looked out of the window at the house opposite and took note of the wind direction by examining the weather vane on the rooftop of a house along the street. 
 
    “Ah-ha there is a change!” I exclaimed as one of the servants scurried past. I fear I may have startled her as she dropped the linen she was carrying and started scurrying around picking it up again. I never could remember the girl’s name despite the fact she has been with us for quite some time, but nevertheless I was not to be deterred. “There is a change coming in!” I continued, tapping my nose as if imparting some secret knowledge. “The wind has changed direction. We have a west wind now.” The poor girl continued picking up the linen but looked at me as if I had suddenly grown two heads and a tail. 
 
    “Very good sir.” she said uncertainly, almost bobbing her head in deference as she continued to pick up the dropped sheets and what have you. 
 
     “Warmer times.” I finished and she finally picked the rest of the sheets up and made to continue on her way.  I maintain a small retinue of servants to accommodate the household in the fashion that I have become accustomed to: a cook of course, a few chambermaids and the like, though I have no real need for a butler as such. No, I live within my limits and prefer to staff my house accordingly. A cook is most surely required, as are the maids, but a nanny is an absolute essential. Without someone in charge of the children chaos is sure to ensue. 
 
    “Very good sir.” The maid repeated, whatever her name was. “Very good.” Sniffing at her apparent lack of understanding I made my way downstairs and took breakfast. Taking up the newspaper I scanned the classified section and carefully read the advertisement.  Pleased to note that there were no typographical errors I put the newspaper back on the table and crossed to the window by the front door and gazed out at the road outside, pleased to note that there was a long line of ladies who were obviously nannies (their dour dress sense and general air of disappointment marked them out easily) standing on my doorstep. Even more pleased with myself than before I continued back to the breakfast room and indulged in some tea and toast. I had another fifteen or so minutes to fill as I had no intention of starting the interview process any earlier than I had stated. It was precisely eight o’clock or not at all! 
 
    I was just commencing on my second cup of tea when I saw a bright flash of lightning from outside. This was followed three seconds later (I counted them) by a low rumble of thunder. “Three miles away!” I said out loud before continuing to eat the toast as a heavy downpour began to fall outside. This lasted a mere moment or so and then the windows of the house more or less all rattled in unison as a huge gale blew down the street. I swear even the front door shook! 
 
    Thinking it strange that the weather was so volatile, what with the wind changing and all I crossed back to the hall and glanced out of the window to check the wind direction once again. I believe that it still said a west wind, though I cannot be sure as I was distracted by the fact that the long line of prospective nannies outside of the door seemed to have vanished! The sky was still overcast, thick black thunderheads rolling across London, though the rain by now was elsewhere. “Perhaps it was clearing the air” I thought as another flash of lightning lit the darkened street, followed shortly after by more thunder. Two seconds this time. Two miles away. I casually glanced at what appeared to be a discarded umbrella lying upon the doorstep. “How careless” I thought, dismayed that all of the nannies had disappeared, though it did cross my mind that if they were scared enough to run away from a little storm then they were obviously not of good enough stock to discipline my children!  As I stood there gazing down the street there was another roll of thunder and one second later a pure blue and white bolt of forked lightning struck the road outside my house and I blinked at its ferocity. 
 
    When my sight cleared however I was startled to see a small figure dressed all in black standing in the street exactly where the lightning had just struck! I am sure I was not but I must have been mistaken of course. As I watched the figure crossed the pavement and made for my front door. She was as I noted, dressed all in black, carrying a large carpet bag and an umbrella which despite the threat of rain was completely folded up. As she strode purposefully up to the door and rang the bell I took the opportunity to observe her. She was of uncertain age, a tight bun of hair pulling her features into sharp relief, giving her a severe and impatient look. As I stood behind the curtain she turned and smiled at me as if she knew I was there! I pulled back from the window not concerned about being caught in her gaze, but of shock as I looked at her teeth. They were thin and looked sharp, almost like that of some kind of animal predator.  
 
    Impatiently she turned and rang the doorbell once again. I was about to rush back down the hall and take a seat in my study when I sighed at the lack of action of anyone actually coming to open the door and so as I was actually adjacent to it I opened it myself. 
 
    “Yes?” I impatiently asked the woman stood on the doorstep as with a display of rather bad manners she pushed past me and entered the hall. To my surprise she hurriedly placed her umbrella in my coat stand and turned to face me. 
 
    “Mister Berkeley?” she asked quite firmly. I was rather taken aback and so was rather stuck for a response only other than to agree. 
 
    “Yes?” I replied as she raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Mister Geoffrey Berkeley?” she asked even more forcefully, and I found myself agreeing. 
 
    “The same.” I stuttered and she sniffed loudly and walked into my study where I was forced to go chasing after her. 
 
    “I am your new nanny.” she said, removing a glove from one hand and sitting down in front of my desk. 
 
    “Well I rather think that I shall be the judge of that.” I said, gathering my wits as she smiled again, though thankfully this time with her lips closed. 
 
    “Indeed.” She continued, ignoring me completely. “I shall require every second Wednesday afternoon off” she finished as I picked up my pen. 
 
    “References?” I asked in a daze. 
 
    “I make a habit of never giving references.” she said with a stare. “A very old fashioned way of doing things if you ask me.” My mind went blank. I am not quite sure what happened. Mayhap it was a stale piece of toast or an egg that was not quite up to standard, but I felt hot under the collar and dizzy. As if from a distance I found myself agreeing to her terms. Then the sound cleared as if a bubble had popped and I found her staring at me again as if I were some kind of insect under a microscope. 
 
    “Are you quite well?” she asked suddenly and the truth of the matter is that at that point I didn’t feel very well at all, though I did find myself protesting that I was in extremely rude health indeed, though she did continue to stare at me as if she knew that I was not telling the entire truth. 
 
    “I think I shall put you on a week’s trial.” she smiled. “I should be sure by then.” 
 
    “Very well.” I stuttered as my wife entered the study. 
 
    “Ah. Wilhelmina. There you are.” I said as the nanny examined her from head to foot with what can only be described as disdain. 
 
    “This is our new nanny.” I announced as my wife smiled back at the newcomer in delight. “Mrs…” I began as I suddenly realised I had no idea what this woman’s name actually was at all! 
 
    “Nanny.” she said firmly, rising and picking up her carpet bag from where she had casually dropped it on the floor next to the chair. “Just call me nanny.” she sniffed. “That will suffice. 
 
    My wife raised an eyebrow at me and I merely shrugged as the woman made her way back into the hall and was now looking up the stairs. 
 
    “I shall see the children now.” she said, and there was that razor toothed smile again. 
 
    “Very well.” said Wilhelmina. “I shall take over from here.” she said to me and I stood dumbstruck as my wife led the way up the stairs attempting to involve the new nanny in idle chatter as they went. Not with much luck as it would appear. I felt dizzy and hot again, and as I watched them go up the stairs my eyes played tricks on me again as I was sure I saw the nanny sit side saddle on the banister and began sliding up it, while my wife strode on ahead completely oblivious. Making my way back to the study I loosened my tie and sat down, calling for tea, for I was sure that that would make me feel better.  Later on I took it upon myself to post a letter at the post box at the corner of Cherry Hill Lane and I was surprised to find the weather sunny and quite warm. Perhaps the change in wind had done the job!  
 
    As I crossed the street outside however I happened to look back at my house and I could not shake the feeling that the windows looked dark and storm filled; almost as if the thunderstorm was inside the house somehow. Shaking this odd notion from my mind I continued on my constitutional. 
 
    *** 
 
    Having to all intents and purposes employed the nanny I spent the day in my study with occasional forays into the dining room for lunch and so forth, and I must say that as evening approached I was greatly pleased by the apparent lack of disturbance from the children. The nursery itself was usually a loud rowdy place but today it seemed almost peaceful, and I was able to concentrate on the work I had before me for the bank, and read the newspaper in peace too.  As the day wore on Wilhelmina knocked on my study door and as I gave her leave to enter she peered around the now open door. 
 
    “The children are remarkably well behaved, Geoffrey.” she said from around the door frame, arching an eyebrow dramatically. 
 
    “Indeed.” I said, looking up from the ledger in front of me. “It would appear that the new nanny is just the ticket.” I smiled and she smiled back, closing the study door behind her again. I settled back down to my ledger and re-involved myself with some difficult accounting errors made by one of my clerks. The man really was an impossible liability, and I was sure to have words with him upon my return to the bank in the morning. Looking up at the clock on the mantelpiece of the room I was astounded to discover that a number of hours had passed since my wife’s last appearance, and that dinner was but a couple of hours away.  
 
    It was of course the ritual of the house that at seven pm precisely having been fed and bathed the two children would be presented to us by nanny so we could bid them a good night before they settled down to sleep in the nursery. This completed my wife and I were free to indulge ourselves with our repast, completely untroubled because we were safe and secure in the knowledge that the children slept peacefully upstairs. It was now just before six thirty pm I noted, and compared the time on my pocket watch to that of the clock on the mantelpiece. I was irritated to find that the large wooden clock above the fire was in fact two minutes slow in comparison to my pocket watch, which I kept fastidiously synchronised with Greenwich Mean Time via the clocks in the bank. They were never incorrect of course, as they maintained not only the working hours of the staff but also the opening and closing times of the establishment itself. It always warmed my heart when I observed a customer of the bank checking and then usually correcting their own pocket watch with the time on the banks clocks, and mine was of no exception.  
 
    Correcting the large clock and placing it back on the mantelpiece I sighed and crossing to the far side of my desk closed the ledger, for I was sure that I would not be able to concentrate now that the descent from the nursery of my two children was imminent. I had thirty minutes or so to spare of course, but I was feeling a certain air of pleasure at the arrival of the new nanny, for I had not heard a peep from the children since she had taken up her position of employment earlier in the day. So it came to pass that I realised that I had now spare time to hand, and I paced my study slowly, as if trying to find something to pass the time. I dwelled upon the arrival of the new nanny for a little while, and my sense of unease that I had experienced whilst taking my constitutional to walk off my breakfast earlier in the morning was still there for some strange reason. 
 
    I consider myself to be a man who enjoys an ordered existence and I find myself becoming agitated if my wishes are not met, and yet over the next few moments I hesitated but finally made a decision to visit the nursery and see just how the new nanny was settling in. I considered this to be quite a radical departure from my routine of course, but that was in no small way a bad thing, for it can surely not be unimportant that an employer wishes to ensure that any recently hired staff are experiencing no issues as they take up the reins, so to speak. It was also fortuitous for myself to ensure that said staff were not making off with the silver spoons and so on as well of course! 
 
    So leaving my study I made my way along the hall and up the stairs, along the landing and so found myself outside the nursery. I gave a small tap on the door, purely for propriety's sake of course and was turning the knob on the door when I heard the nanny’s voice ringing loudly in my ears. 
 
    “Come!” she barked almost as a command and I found my hackles rising somewhat, for I was not at all used to hearing commands being given in my home other than my own. Nevertheless, I decided on this occasion to ignore it, but I nevertheless found myself making a mental note to mention it should the nanny feel that she had the upper hand under my own roof at any point in the future. 
 
    However, my mental note was all but forgotten the moment I entered the nursery and closed the door behind me, for the room and adjoining bedrooms were almost a haven of calm. Usually toys were littered everywhere, clothes hanging out of drawers and the usual mess that I associated with the room was marked by its absence, for the room was spotless. Everything had been tidied away, beds were made and the two children were standing looking at me in their pyjamas as nanny stood in front of them, spoon raised obviously about to give them their evening tonic. 
 
    “Ah nanny.” I said and she paused, spoon poised over the table, watching me closely. “I trust everything is to your satisfaction.” I looked around the room carefully. Certainly everything seemed to be ship-shape! 
 
    “Indeed.” she said, giving me that strange smile once again as if I were being watched closely. “All is to my satisfaction.” 
 
    “Nanny took a lampshade out of her travelling bag.” said Susan, smiling at me from the centre of the room. She is eight and liable to flights of fancy I fear, as all young girls often are, I am told. 
 
    “Did she now?” I smiled, noticing for the first time a large ornamental lamp standing on the far side of the room, casting a pall of light through the room through its dark green shade. 
 
    “She did father.” said Paul who was six and therefore of course given to statements of nonsense almost every time he opened his mouth. I did however cast a cursory glance around the room and noticed several items that I had not noticed before. There was a small mirror on the wall for example, and a large odd looking plant in a pot upon the table. I shook my head however, for I was hardly a regular visitor to the room, and therefore no expert on the arrangement of the furniture in there! 
 
    “Pit pat.” said nanny in almost exasperation, an expression that I took to be a combination of irritation mixed just with the correct amount of impatience. Much to my chagrin I found myself almost standing to attention army style when she said this. 
 
    “Nonsense.” said the nanny, turning back to the table with the spoon. “It is a carpet bag. Not a travelling bag.” she wagged the spoon at Susan accusingly.  “Pay attention Susan.” she said, and the poor child also almost stood to attention as well. 
 
    “Well as long as everything is in order then I shall leave you to your charges.” I said, turning to leave. “No doubt the children will be presented downstairs in...” I glanced at my pocket watch, “Fourteen minutes.” I said, noting the smile on the nanny’s face again. 
 
    “Precisely.” she said, and she failed completely to keep an air of sarcasm out of her voice. “As soon as I have administered the children’s tonic.” 
 
    “It tastes like sugar, daddy!” said Paul, smiling at me. 
 
    “Does it now?” I asked, making my way to the door. I turned as the nanny dipped a spoon in a bowl on the table and presented the contents to Susan who licked the spoon clean quickly, her face crinkling into a grimace as she did so. Her face changed instantly however, a broad grin appearing on her face. 
 
    “It is sugar!” she said almost in delight. I could not for the life of me even remotely begin to understand what was so exciting about a spoon of sugar but my two children seemed especially pleased for some undefinable reason. 
 
    “A spoon filled with sugar assists in the digestion of many a medicine.” said the nanny happily, and I noticed the bowl of sugar on the table for the first time. It was fully filled, the light from the seemingly new lamp giving the contents a dark greyish tinge. Unwittingly I shivered as I opened the door. 
 
    “Very good.” I said as the nanny swept the bowl off the table and rather strangely stowed it in her travelling bag. I corrected myself. Carpet bag. Yes. Carpet bag. My children could barely contain their excitement, which was almost certainly down to their tonic. 
 
    “You won’t ever leave us will you nanny?” said Paul eagerly. licking the remnants of sugar from around his mouth with his tongue, which I was extremely irritated that the nanny did not chide him for doing this. The nanny stared at him strangely, almost as if attempting to solve some difficult equation, but then she smiled at the two children before returning to being busy with her carpet bag. 
 
    “I shall stay until the wind changes.” she muttered, and as she said it a swift gale of wind blew about the gables, making a low moaning sound as it blew around the outside of the house. Involuntarily I felt myself shiver. 
 
    “Very good.” I said once again as I struggled to regain my composure, closing the door behind me and finding myself outside on the landing once more. For some reason I could not fathom the melancholy feeling I had experienced but this very morning returned once again, and I made my way down from the nursery to sit in the living room awaiting the presentation of the children to my wife and I. Wilhelmina was already there of course, sitting reading beside the large flaming fire, and I smiled at her as I took my seat opposite. 
 
    “What is that on your shirt my dear?” she asked as I sat down, and I followed her gaze. To my surprise a small black fleck of dirt was on my white shirt and I rubbed it with my finger. Unfortunately, that made the matter worse as a dark black smear spread across the starched cloth. 
 
    “Damnation!” I uttered as I looked at the stain, noting my wife’s eyebrow rise again. It is quite amusing how she can say so much and yet not utter any words at all! I glanced at my fingertips where I had rubbed the black mark and was surprised to see my fingers smeared too.  
 
    “How very strange.” I sighed. “It would appear it is soot! We really must get these chimneys swept, Wilhelmina!” I muttered as we sat there awaiting the arrival of the children, my wife reading and I glaring into the raging fire, a dark stain of soot staining the breast of my shirt over the area of my heart. “Must get them swept, and soon I would say!” 
 
    “Of course.” said my wife, smiling from over her book, though I am not sure that she actually heard me at all. “Of course.” she repeated dreamily while we sat together awaiting the children. Outside the west wind continued to bluster and moan around the house. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day I noted as I dressed in my suit for work that the wind continued to blow from the west, according to the weather vane on the rooftop across the street, the trees of Cherry Hill Lane seeming to indicate a strong breeze, judging by their rapid swaying and leaves fluttering across the road. As my wife and I broke our fast in the dining room there was a sudden commotion from the nursery upstairs and it was with a sinking heart that I thought that the new nanny had perhaps lost control already. An air of gloom descended upon me, the interviewing process and advertisement forming in my mind once again. I sighed as my wife stared at the ceiling and the noise from above. It seemed that very soon the nannies of London would be boycotting our household, so high was our turnover of nursery staff! 
 
    Yet as I sat there not even daring to look at the ceiling it became apparent that the noise was simply that of the nanny, Susan and Paul descending the stairs. 
 
    “Pit pat!” I heard her call from outside. I rose from the table as I saw the children sweep past the doorway heading for the front door and leaned into the hall. The nanny saw me instantly and smiled, though the children took a few more seconds to register my presence, turning almost sleepily to look at me. “An outing to the park!” she almost barked, leading the children out through the now open front door and onto the doorstep. 
 
    “Ah yes. Fresh air…” I began, but the nanny had turned away from me and as the door slammed itself shut I found myself alone in the hall.  “Very good for the lungs I believe.” I said to myself, and returned to the dining room for a final cup of tea before making my way to work. 
 
    Frobisher and Honeywell is a fine bank in the heart of the financial district of London.  “The Square Mile” as it is known is a fine place for one to be employed within. The Bank of England is close to hand along with the stock exchange at Paternoster Square. The whole area is alive with finance, these banks being at the heart of all of the economies of the world, and Frobisher and Honeywell is but one spoke in a much larger wheel that rules nations from their vaults. Their reliance upon the solid standing and reverence in which the institutes of The British Empire are held in admiration by the entire globe is of course quite remarkable, yet also hugely deserved. 
 
    I am held in good standing by my employers of course, and at this moment in time I have been made aware that I am being observed by my elders and betters with a mind to securing a promotion which would give me great pleasure in gratefully accepting. My immediate manager, Mister Hatch, is however a stickler for attention to detail of the highest order. Not only does he scrutinise the arithmetical elements of any ledgers I have passed but also their neatness and handwriting. It is said (often in whispers I must confess) that he once fired a man for accidentally releasing an ink blot in a ledger, and this I can well believe. He is an old thin man, made emaciated by lack of humour and fixation with his work at the bank. Often he will appear behind you, looking over your shoulder as you carefully fill in the ledgers. 
 
    Yet he seems to hold me in regard, the fact of which I am not entirely sure is an actual compliment or not. In all truth I think that it is with my passing of my colleagues work that he finds so little fault, and if anything, it is that which makes him look upon me favourably. 
 
    That I had already checked and passed several ledgers whilst at home the previous day gave me a good head start on the day’s work, and I found myself at lunchtime ruminating on the previous day’s events; the arrival of the nanny and I wondered vaguely whether the children were enjoying their outing in the park. I felt a small pang of guilt that it may have been the case that I did not spend as much time with my children as perhaps I should, but the fanciful notion soon left my head, the original thought no doubt caused by a hastily digested piece of onion with my lunch, or maybe the apple I ate this morning for it tasted a little sour. Nevertheless, soon the idea was gone and I was back to my ledgers. 
 
    That evening Wilhelmina and I saw sat by the fireside as nanny presented our children, suitably fed, watered and scrubbed clean and in their night clothes ready for a good night’s sleep. They seemed sleepy and I must say that I was too, for Mr Hatch had kept me busy all day despite my expedience of making a free start from the day before. I found myself not completely paying attention as the children chatted to my wife about their day’s escapades yet I did manage to raise my level of attention upon hearing about their escapades in the park. 
 
    “... And we met a real chimney sweep!” I heard Paul say, which I am sure you will understand drew my attention instantly. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Paul?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. The child stopped in his tracks almost and it was then that I noticed just how tired he actually was. He appeared to be almost sagging as he stood, trying to remain awake. I considered relenting until the morning but I needed to know where he had got this preposterous idea from. 
 
    “You met a chimney sweep?” I continued incredulously. He nodded dumbly, almost dropping the small teddy he held in his left hand. 
 
    “Yes.” he yawned. “He was covered in coal dust and had real brushes and a hat.” 
 
    “A hat?” I stammered. “Exactly what sort of hat does a chimney sweep wear then?” I asked, more in shock than anything. 
 
    “A small flat cap like a pancake he said it was.” Susan said all in one breath. 
 
    “A chimney sweep, nanny?” I enquired as Wilhelmina sat squirming in her chair. There was no such deference in the posture or expression on the face of the nanny however. 
 
    “Seth.” she said, smiling broadly. “A friend of mine.” she continued as the children stood in silence swaying sleepily by her side. 
 
    “And he is a chimney sweep, nanny?” enquired Wilhelmina. To my great shock the nanny nodded. 
 
    “Yes. A very old and very good friend of mine.” I can tell you that I could barely contain myself! 
 
    “Now look her, nanny!” I shouted and it was her turn to raise an eyebrow. I rose from my chair, pointing an accusing finger at her. “I do not want my children cavorting with chimney sweeps or common folk of that sort! It is unseemly!” 
 
    “Geoffrey.” said my wife still seated in front of me, but leaning across and placing a placatory hand on my arm. “Remember your blood pressure.” she sighed, for she knew that I was not so easily shaken off any subject. The nanny however I was convinced was now smirking at me insolently. 
 
    “I suggest Mr Berkeley that you let me consider what is seemly and unseemly. Seth is a very good friend and there is no danger to either of your children whatsoever.” She began to usher the children towards the door. “In fact I doubt if they can understand a single word he can say most of the time.” she said, a wry smile crossing her face as she led the two children from the room. As she did so she turned and looked over her shoulder for a moment, her eyes locking on mine. I felt her staring at me and I began to feel confused; unfocused. The next moment her gaze was snatched away from mine as she closed the door behind her. From the hall outside I could hear her voice however. 
 
    “Pit pat!” she said loudly and this was followed by the sound of the three of them making their way up the stairs and across the landing to the nursery. I felt my heart racing and I felt dizzy, yet still I had some remaining strength to continue my protests that I moments before seemingly forgotten. 
 
    “Well I never, Wilhelmina!” I exclaimed, slumping back down into my chair. “A chimney sweep, no less!” 
 
    “I am sure nanny knows best.” said my wife, looking at the no doubt purple hue of my cheeks. 
 
    “Well I shall be sure to keep a very careful eye on this nanny and her outings!” I shouted, my wife wincing at the sound of the sarcasm I placed on the last word. 
 
    It was an uneasy night after that and my wife retired early, no doubt to escape the awkward silence that lay between us. Having kissed her goodnight, I stoked the fire and poured myself a stiff whisky and settled down to read. Yet I could not concentrate, and found my attention wandering. At around about eleven in the evening the servants retired and I sat alone staring into the coals sipping at my drink. A hard rain was falling on the windows, and a stiff breeze was rushing about the outside of the house. Just after midnight I retired and banking down the fire I made myself ready for bed.  
 
    I lit a candle and made my way up the stairs, the corridor cold and drafty as I made my slow tired way along it. Even here I could hear the wind from outside as it howled and blew. It seemed to me as I made my way along the passage that there were almost like voices on the wind, words I could not make out, almost as if they were on the edge of my hearing. I stopped as the candle spluttered and flickered in the draft; listening. 
 
    I could hardly make it out, yet it started with almost a sound… “Sookra” I thought I heard… then “farley” I think it said, then “Accra” and maybe the last sound was “oakra” or the like, and then it began again, the wind rising, and the chant grew in volume… Sookra... farley... accra…. Oakra... then louder again, roaring down the hallway. I began to hurry up the corridor to my bedroom but as I increased my speed suddenly there was a sudden gust of wind and just as I reached the nursery door the candle flickered and went out completely. 
 
    I stood in the dark, listening… “Sookra... farley... accra…. oakra…” and then I heard rather than saw the nursery door slowly creak open. On the other side of the room I saw the green shaded lamp casting a sickly emerald glow across the nursery, the rocking horse rocking back and forwards slowly as if propelled by some unseen hand. 
 
    “Sookra... farley…. accra…. oakra…” It continued, and I took a step towards the now open door of the nursery, and then I heard a rustling sound like some beast was moving towards me across the floor. Yelping to myself I dropped the extinguished candle and ran to my bedroom. 
 
    I slept uneasily as the wind and the chanting raged about the house, yet towards dawn I dropped into an uneasy slumber as light began to break through the curtains. It was a little later when I awoke and as I lay in my bed I felt weary and knew it was going to be a long hard day ahead. Focusing my sight on the room I noticed a small spot on my pillow and raised myself onto my arms to look at it. I felt my heart racing for no reason that I could put my finger on, yet I felt disturbed, for there on my pillow lay a small fleck of dark black soot. 
 
    *** 
 
    As I wearily broke my fast I resolved that as I was already late that I would arrive at work by ten o’clock and so resume my duties at that point. It was unlike me to be late, I know, and I was sure that it would be commented on, though more from the angle of it being out of character rather than as a misdemeanour, for as head of the department in which I worked the actual hours I chose to be at the bank were of my own creation. Efficiency was the key of course, though this did not of course apply to the clerks who worked beneath me! They were the eight o’clock until six o’clock men; not a minute more unfortunately, but most profoundly not a single second less: this I insisted upon. 
 
    So, yawning I paid little heed to the nanny leading the children out into the sunshine and continued with another cup of tea. My wife had long since broken her fast of course, and was now no doubt embroiled in some no doubt tedious domestic trifle, but as I sat there reading the latest stocks and shares and making an attempt to grasp the current state of the markets my tired mind began to wander back to the previous night’s events. 
 
    No doubt I had simply imagined most of it, no doubt embellishing the sounds of the wind around the house due to the late hour and the darkness of the hallway. Yet I am not a man taken to flights of fancy, and so it caused me no little unease to sit there ruminating over what may or may not have happened. I recalled the opening of the nursery door, seemingly by itself, but surely that was no more than the wind, and of course the new nanny had installed a green lamp of her own. Given enough time I could have rationalised away all and everything of course, but I could not shake the feeling of unease. 
 
    My mind began to roam again and the memory of the chimney sweep suddenly entered my head. I was most definitely not happy at all to have my future heir and daughter fraternizing with a common sweep! This rolled around my head for a few minutes and I began to regret not making my views clearer the previous day, though I felt that in fact I had; the recollection was hazy. 
 
    It was at that precise moment that I settled upon a plan! The nanny had led the children out presumably to the park but moments before. If I were to leave now I would surely catch them up! Heaven only knows Paul and Susan were much given to dawdling, and so it would be no great feat to catch them and observe from a distance if the nanny was alone or with anyone else. I slammed my tea cup down on table making the maid in the hall squeak in alarm. Ignoring her completely I took my coat and umbrella from the hall stand and calling to my wife that I was leaving, and so exited the house into a day of bright sunshine. The umbrella was but a precaution of course, for the weather vane on the roof of the house opposite was still indicating that the wind was blowing from the west. Yet I felt that there would be a change in the air at some point in the future, though this did not seem to be today. Buttoning my coat tightly I set forth in pursuit of the nanny and the children. 
 
    I walked swiftly towards the park entrance, swinging the umbrella as I went. There was no sign of them along the street but I knew that at the next junction I would need to head left to where the park entrance stood, and as I turned the corner I could see up ahead that there in front of the grand opened gates and railings stood the nanny and the children. I felt my anger rising as it appeared that the nanny was apparently lost in conversation with some scruffily dressed man who the children were staring at almost in awe. As I approached it became apparent that the man had a large drum strapped to his back and was apparently making some awful noise with an accordion whilst at the same time banging the drum with strings tied to two sticks secured to its casing. The noise was quite awful! 
 
    I was less than twenty paces from the nanny who had her back to me when the man with the drum stopped abruptly and both the nanny and the children began to clap in appreciation. No doubt the large drum had made them stone deaf! I slowed my pace and was now nearly upon them when without turning the nanny suddenly stopped clapping. 
 
    “Mister Berkeley.” she said almost if it were a sigh. “You appear to be late for work I see.” then she turned, cocking an eyebrow at me in that impudent manner that she seems to possess. 
 
    “Daddy, daddy!” squealed the children, running towards me and hugging me about the waist. “Have you come to join us on our trip around the park?” 
 
    “Around the park?” laughed the gentleman with the drum. “If I knows this nanny better I would say the park ain’t gonna be where she’s a-taking yar, and that’s feh sure!” Or at least that is what I thought he said, for his accent was an appalling mix of Irish and American with just a slight edge of the Queen’s English. Predominantly though, his accent was definitely that of a commoner. 
 
    “This is Seth, Mister Berkeley.” said the nanny and the man had the barefaced cheek to tip his crumpled hat at me. I examined him closely. He looked as if he got dressed in a hurry, his clothes ill-fitting and seemingly a random mix of various colours and styles, most of them long since forgotten. He looked like a concoction of half gypsy and the other half workhouse fodder. 
 
    “I thought you said he was a chimney sweep.”  I sniffed; ignoring the dirty looking fellow altogether, for although I could see nothing of a sweep about him today, he did have large dark patches that may or may not have been soot. I cannot say for sure of course, not because I did not want to appear to stare, no, it was with repugnance that I could not meet his gaze that day. It did not stop him addressing me though. 
 
    “Not today soir.” he said, a broad grin crossing his dirty face. “Some days a skriver, some a sweep.” He banged the drum loudly, startling me. “Today oi’s be a musician though!” and he gave a little squeeze on the accordion again, causing my two children to squeal in delight.  
 
    “That is of course a matter of opinion.” I said to him, shrugging the children off me and facing the nanny who was smiling at me in that knowing fashion of hers.  I moved off some way off from the man and left the children watching as he squeezed what may possibly have been a tune out of the accordion. 
 
    “A word please, nanny.” I said and the nanny followed me, though she did not say a single word. 
 
    “I am somewhat concerned about this.” I said as she stood looking at me, her eyes now fixed upon me.  
 
    “Concerned about what, Mister Berkeley?” she asked in what could only be considered as an impudent manner. 
 
    “Well this… this…” I found myself stammering as she continued to stare at me. “This… fraternization and dilly dallying with sweeps and the like.” I felt my face colouring but she still did not take her eyes off me. I felt my ire rising and felt vaguely dizzy, so annoyed did I find myself. “It must stop immediately nanny!” I resisted the urge to wag my finger at her as he continued to stare. “My children are not to make themselves familiar with common folk, sweeps and the like! Do I make myself quite clear?” I heard my voice rising now but it seemed almost as if it came from far away. I felt warm, nausea rising within me, and I felt my attention floating, soaring far away from her. 
 
    “Clearly.” I heard her say as if from somewhere far away, my head spinning and I reached out and grabbed the door to my office to steady myself. I glanced around in a panic. Where had the park gone? I slumped against the door and slid to the floor. Luckily the corridor was empty as I lay against the wall breathing heavily, my head swimming. What on Earth had happened? One moment I was in the park, the next outside my office, with absolutely no recollection whatsoever of the journey in between! 
 
    I glanced up the corridor. That it was indeed the corridor outside my office was no doubt, for the brass plate on the door held my name. As I lay there in a swoon I heard a door open at the end of the corridor and forcing my gaze in that direction my head continued to spin as I noticed Mister Hatch entering the corridor. With a gasp I rose swiftly and entered my office, closing the door behind me as silently as I was able. My office was empty of course, but I stood leaning against the closed door at my back, breathing hard as I heard Mister Hatch pass my office and continue down the corridor. Breathing a sigh of relief, I staggered to my desk and sat down swiftly, struggling to focus at the blotter and inkwell before me.  
 
    I sat there for some time gathering my wits, staring at the blotter that is of course changed daily by the cleaning staff. Yet as I felt my heart slowing and my sick feeling leaving me I could not help but concentrate on a large black ink splattered blot on the paper before me. It was the size of a thumb and odd in shape, staining the paper in a formless mess.  I sat there trying to make sense of the ink spillage for I am a careful man and it could not have been done by my own hand. Yet as I looked at it the ink seemed to become darker, even more black if that were possible. To my mind it looked smeared, more like dust than ink.  
 
    It looked like soot. 
 
    *** 
 
    The day passed slowly. My initial feeling of confusion at suddenly finding myself outside my office eased slowly but I could not escape my inertia and found even the most rudimentary tasks difficult to complete or concentrate on.  Eventually however I settled into making the best of it and managed to accomplish several small tasks before a note was delivered to my office just after lunch indicating that Mister Hatch wished to see me post haste. Fearing the worst that my swoon in the corridor outside my office earlier had been observed I straightened my tie and made my way along the corridor where, after being announced by his secretary, I was allowed into Mister Hatch’s office.  
 
      “Come in Berkeley.” he said from behind his desk. His office was large and designed to impress, various portraits covering the finely wainscoted walls. The man himself was short and slim, his size the equal of his legendarily flimsy sense of humour. He did not look displeased however. Nor did he look happy. In truth, he seldom did. I sat myself down in front of his desk and he sat, fingers interlaced for a period of time that was just beginning to become uncomfortable before he began to speak. “How long have you been with the bank, Berkeley?” he asked, though no doubt the piece of paper in front of him that was covered in carefully typed words told him this already. 
 
      “Seventeen years this spring, Mister Hatch.” I said, and I saw him glance at the paper carefully before nodding his head seemingly in agreement to my answer. 
 
      “A long time.” he said. 
 
      “A happy time too, sir.” I smiled, for I considered it to be so. These were not idle words just for his ears. 
 
      “Indeed.” he said, picking up the piece of paper from his desk and glancing at it before placing it back down on the blotter once again. “And how is the trading in foreign bonds department these days?” It was of course a superfluous question, for he knew perfectly well the answer already. 
 
    “Very well.” I replied, “All running extremely efficiently and of course tidily.” He smiled at this, as his reputation for neatness was well known, and it was but a brave attempt on my behalf to inject a little humour into the conversation. He smiled thinly and clasped his hands together on the blotter once again. 
 
    “Good” he said. “I shall cut to the chase, Berkeley. We have an opening in foreign currency coming up shortly, and I feel that you may be just the man for it.” 
 
    “Why thank you sir.” I heard myself saying. This really was a turn-up for the books! I had jealously watched the foreign currency department for some years yet I never thought that I would rise to its dizzy heights!  
 
    “No need to thank me Berkeley.” he said. “Your good work has been brought to my attention and I feel that Mister Jakes, the current head of foreign currency would be very pleased to meet you to assess your suitability. He is going into trust funds you know.” 
 
    “How exciting!” I said, for this was another a department I admired greatly. 
 
    “Indeed. I suggest perhaps that Mister Jakes and I attend your office on say Friday at three o’clock to observe your overseeing of the ledgers. How does that suit?” 
 
    “It suits perfectly, sir!” I said, and shaking hands I found myself wandering back through the corridors to my office.  
 
    By late afternoon however I was starting to feel extremely tired, and a dull throbbing headache had settled behind my eyes, making it even more difficult for me to concentrate on my tasks to hand. By three thirty it was obvious to me that I would be of no use to the application of my position to remain at work and so leaving instructions with my clerks as to the securing of the ledgers for the night I returned home, though this time I took a hansom as I wanted to take a sip of something strong to settle my humours, and to retire to my study. 
 
    Upon my return to home I slipped my coat off and hung it on the stand and called to my wife who was in the living room. 
 
    “You are home early, Geoffrey.” she said, seemingly startled. “Are you well? You do look a little peaky.” 
 
    “I am fine.” I smiled. Though of that fact I was not sure at all, “just thought I would take an early finish.” She looked even more startled by that. 
 
    “Well that is not like you at all.” she said, looking even more worried than before now. 
 
    “Are the children about?” I asked casually, for I was keen to repair to my study and yet did not want to seem to rush there too quickly. 
 
    “Still out with the nanny.” said Wilhelmina. “They were back for lunch and then straight back out again.” 
 
    “Well I hope that there are no chimney sweeps about.” I said, scowling. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought so darling.” she said. “I should imagine they are all busy cleaning chimneys at the moment.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” I muttered, before adding, “I shall be in my study.” My wife had barely enough time to smile at me before I opened the study door and went to enter, before I realised that if the nanny was out with the children then the nursery was currently empty. I glanced at my pocket watch. Four fifteen. I knew that the children had their dinner at precisely five o’clock as per my instructions, and so therefore they would probably be out for just a little while longer. Closing the study door without a sound I tip toed up the stairs and crept along the corridor to the nursery. Glancing around the corner of the corridors to ensure none of my maids were about I gave a gentle knock on the nursery door and hearing no response, turned the handle and entered, closing the door quickly but quietly behind me.  
 
    The first thing that struck me was just how tidy the room actually was. As per my previous visit nothing seemed to be out of place at all. Toys and clothes were neatly stacked; everything in its proper place. The nursery itself consisted of three adjoining rooms. The main nursery was where I was now, and the children had a bedroom off to the right. Straight ahead was the nanny’s room, and although the bedroom door was open, the nanny’s door was not. Feeling almost like an intruder in my own home I crossed the nursery and looked into the bedroom. This was just as tidy as the main room, the bed neatly made and everything appeared to be in order. I leaned on the bedroom door frame and looked inside closely. My initial inspection appeared to be correct. Nothing was out of place at all, not as far as I was aware anyway. I crossed the nursery once again and tried the door knob to the nanny's room, almost expecting it to be locked. Yet it was not. The handle turned easily and I gave the door a small push, letting it fall open. The bedroom was also extremely tidy, showing scant signs of occupation.  The bed was made and the nanny’s closed carpet bag lay beneath the table, also closed. I crept into the room slowly, although why I did so completely eludes me. It is my house after all! I made to examine the bag but stopped as I approached the table, which was not empty. 
 
    To one side there sat a bowl filled with sugar, a small silver spoon jutting up from it. This I recognised from my previous recent visit to be the children's tonic and so I lifted it up and sniffed at it. It smelt sickly sweet; just like ordinary sugar in fact, yet the crystals in the bowl looked dull, almost grey in colour. Wetting my finger, I dipped it in the bowl and put sugar in my mouth. It tasted sweet of course, but also dry and dusty. Coughing slightly, I replaced the bowl on the table. It certainly didn’t taste like normal sugar to me! To the side of the bowl there were laid several pieces of stiff brown paper cut into neat squares, no doubt for some game or activity involving the children, and a large ball of brown string was beside them. 
 
    The main item on the desk however was a large hideous looking plant, which stood about a foot tall. It looked more like a weed, but the main flowering part of the plant looked rather vulgar, two pink clam shelled leaves tightly squeezed shut, sharp looking small spikes rising from the flowers serrated leaves. 
 
    “It is called a Venus Fly Trap.” said nanny’s voice from behind me and I felt my heart give a definite bump as I shot in the air. I must have screamed when I did so as my two children stood beside her, clutching at her skirts in fright. “Dionaea muscipula I believe.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” I asked, my voice surprisingly calm but also a little on the wrong side of high pitched. 
 
    “Dionaea muscipula.” repeated nanny, removing her hat and throwing it on the bed. “Though I believe the more vulgar call it tipitiwitchet.” she smiled conspiratorially. “Don’t tell the children that though.” and to my surprise she winked at me.  
 
    “Quite.” I said, feeling as if I had been caught up to no good in my own home. 
 
    “The flowers when open have little hairs inside. If two are disturbed within a short period of time then the leaves close, trapping the insect. If the creature continues to struggle inside, then the leaves tighten.” She gave a thin smile. “Either way, the plant then digests the insect and when done the flowers open again. If there is no movement and there is no insect trapped inside the leaves then twelve hours is the usual period of time before it opens once more.” She leaned forward and flicked one of the leaves casually. “I believe this one is about to open again shortly. I must admit that I have been teasing it with a pin.” She smiled slyly. 
 
    “It eats the insect?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Indeed it does.” said Nanny. 
 
    “How awful. I would suggest that you keep this away from my children if you will please. I cannot imagine why any normal person would have one of these as a centrepiece on a table.” 
 
    “The children find it interesting.” she said. “It is purely for scientific value of course.” A dark smile played across her face momentarily, revealing her sharp thin teeth. “Personally I find it amusing.” She sat on the bed as the children retreated to the nursery to find toys to play with, though I did note that they were looking extremely tired and listless. 
 
    “Why are you in my bedroom Mister Berkeley?” she asked, smiling at me as she neatly changed the subject of conversation. 
 
    “I rather think it is actually my bedroom actually.” I said, attempting to smile back at her. She just looked at me as if I were a stone she had found in her shoe. 
 
    “Let us be perfectly clear on this, mister Berkeley.” she said calmly but firmly, “While I am in residence in this house this is my room and you will enter it at your peril sir!” I found myself completely flabbergasted, and could not think of anything to say at all, my mouth opening and closing like a beached fish, and yet no sound came from me. Suddenly on the table there was a rustle of leaves and I saw the leaves on the Venus Fly Trap plant slowly open to reveal an empty leaf case, small thin airs clearly visible inside the flower. 
 
    “Ah it is ready to feed.” said the nanny happily. She turned to look at me as if noticing me for the first time. “I think perhaps you and I have got off on the wrong foot as they say, mister Berkeley.” 
 
    “Have we?” I almost whispered, staring at the dark interior of the plants flower. It was deep red; crimson yet also black lined as if soot had fallen there.  
 
    “We have.” smiled nanny. “The children and I are going to the park again tomorrow. Perhaps you would like to accompany us?” I found myself rising and heading for the door that led out of the nursery. It was if my legs were moving not to my accord but to someone else’s! 
 
    “I shall consider it.” I said weakly as I found myself in the corridor once again. 
 
    “Very well.” I heard nanny say from the doorway to her room. “I shall now feed the children before presenting them downstairs later.”  She clapped her hands together. “Pit pat!” she said, and the nursery door swung shut violently in my face, forcing me back on my heels. Heart racing, I crept back slowly to my study. 
 
    Later on the children came downstairs to say goodnight followed by the nanny, who stood off to one side as we kissed them and wished them sweet dreams. Wilhelmina was giving Susan a goodnight hug when she noticed a small smudge in the corner of Susan’s eye and so she wet her thumb and wiped it clean. Paul and Susan appeared tired and more than ready for bed, so we did not keep them, and soon then departed upstairs to sleep. 
 
    “The fresh air seems to be doing them good.” said Wilhelmina. “All these visits to the park no doubt.” she smiled. 
 
    “I have been invited along tomorrow.” I sighed. 
 
    “Really?” said my wife uncertainly. “How delightful. You really should make an effort to attend.” 
 
    “I shall see.” I sighed, eager now for dinner. It had been a long day and I would be the first person to admit that I was not currently very good company at all, though I did decide to share my news about work with my wife. “I have a meeting on Friday with a potential promotion in sight.”  
 
    “Very good.” she said, though it was obvious even to I that she didn’t think that it was very good at all. From time to time she would remind me that I worked too hard, though I did nothing to heed her. 
 
    “It would be good for the children too.” she said, returning to the subject of my accompanying the nanny and the children to the park apparently. “You hardly see them at all as it is.” 
 
    “I said I will consider it.” I said in exasperation, for I was tired and had had enough of being hectored.  
 
    So we sat in an uncomfortable silence awaiting the dinner gong. I looked at the fire and then down to my wife’s hand where she had wiped Susan's eye. To my disdain I saw her thumb was covered in a black dust that looked like the remnants of black burned coal. Shaking somewhat I poured myself another sherry. 
 
    *** 
 
      At breakfast Wilhelmina continued to glance at me as I attempted to hide behind my newspaper, the silence quite spoiling my boiled egg. I was of course hoping in vain that she would not have remembered the trip to the park with the nanny, for I could almost feel her eyes boring holes in my newspaper as I attempted to keep it between myself and my wife whilst simultaneously drinking a cup of tea. Finally, after several minutes of total silence apart from the increasingly desperate rustling of my newspaper I conceded and slammed the Times onto the dining table loudly, making my tea spill over my tea cup, and my wife to drop a piece of toast she was silently toying with. 
 
      “Alright, Wilhelmina!” I shouted. “I shall accompany the nanny to the park with the children. There is absolutely no need to wage a campaign of silence against me whatsoever!” 
 
      “A campaign of silence against you darling?” she said, picking the toast back up off the plate. I had noticed that she seemed to have a lack of appetite for the last few days, though thought little of it. She ate like a bird anyway!     “I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about.”  
 
      I snorted loudly at this and returned to my newspaper. A little later on I could hear sounds from the nursery upstairs, no doubt the children getting ready for their apparently daily trip to the park, though why they could not do so quietly I have absolutely no idea at all. 
 
    Soon after I heard the children and the nanny descending the stairs and reluctantly made my way into the hall for my coat and hat. I had already checked the weather outside of course, noting by observation of the weather vane opposite that the wind still had not changed. It was sunny at the moment but clouds threatened from across the city, and so as I fastened my coat I was also careful to take my umbrella with me too. 
 
    The nanny gave me a smile as she led the children out onto the doorstep, and as I glumly followed them onto the street she strode ahead. 
 
    “Pit pat!” she shouted, and the children stepped into line, though I realised with disdain that the command was also given to myself. Picking up my speed I followed the nanny along the road in the direction of the park.  
 
    At first I struggled to keep up with her, though the children also seemed to be not able to set the same pace, which was unusual. Normally I would have imagined them to be running on ahead, squealing in excitement, but today they appeared sluggish, almost lethargic. Paul seemed to be dragging his feet. No doubt some childish mood or perceived slight slowing him down. I barked at him to pick his feet up and walk properly, the nanny looking over her shoulder as she heard my admonitions but she simply turned her head again and continued on her way as if nothing had happened. 
 
    We proceeded along the road and quickly turned the corner, heading towards the park. I noticed as I looked into the sky several dark clouds gathering a little way off in the distance, kites flying in the slight breeze above the fields of the recreation area. Silently congratulating myself for bringing my umbrella we carried onwards towards the park entrance, the nanny leading the way. 
 
    “Pit pat!” she shouted once again, followed by, “Step in line!” and the children and I obliged, snaking along the road after her. As we approached the park entrance I looked forward to seeing the kite fliers in the fields beyond, but I was surprised to see several people gathered about a small black figure that seemed to be drawing on the ruddy pavement. The nanny of course made a beeline for the figure, who upon seeing her stood up from where he was crouched, and flung his arms open wide to greet her.  
 
    If I was not mistaken it was Seth again, though this time he was not a musician but some sort of artist drawing on the pavement. As he stood large clouds of what may have been black chalk fell about him and several of the chalk paintings that were covering the pavement of the park entrance. 
 
    “Seth! Good morning!” said the nanny, embracing him as my children joined the small crowds examining the chalk drawings on the ground, chasing each other around as they glanced at each one. 
 
    “An ‘appy and good morning to you too, my dear nanny.” winked the artist / musician / chimney sweep I only knew as Seth. I glanced over him once again. His clothes were rough and ill cut, the cloth covered in what appeared to be patches of dark coloured chalk. Even the man’s features were covered in black dust, a small flat cap crushed by age and grime balancing on his head. He certainly had the look of a sweep about him. He was most definitely dirty and scruffy enough! 
 
    “Come to see old Seth’s paintings, have ya then?” he smiled in that indefinite accent of his. The nanny seemed to understand him perfectly though as she was smiling at him as he led her to the first of four chalk drawings that covered the pavements. 
 
    His speech really was as bad as I remembered it. Even a malformed mouth or throat would fail to mangle the Queen’s English as efficiently as he did. Mayhap being up chimneys all the time had addled his brain or his speech? Who knows? I watched as the nanny and Seth seemed to be staring at me. 
 
    “Mister Berkeley.” said the nanny, and her broad smile seemed to consist of a thin set of teeth almost like pins grinning at me. “Come and see Seth’s paintings.” She said, pointing at the four pictures on the ground. I shuffled forward, noting the garish colours of the drawings. They looked to me as if they had been drawn by a child, so broad were the strokes! The sweep had the audacity to take the cap from his head, revealing long strands of dark hair and place it at my feet no doubt for me to register my approval with a penny or two. 
 
    Ignoring the cap at my feet I examined the four drawings. 
 
    They were all laid out in a line, and I moved along them as I examined them. The first seemed to contain a picture of a rolling landscape, a small fox sitting in the middle of a field. The next seemed to be some form of party, garishly dressed ladies and gentlemen seated around a picnic blanket, the third seemed to be an old lady feeding birds on the steps of what appeared to be a large ornate church or cathedral that may or may not have been St Paul’s, and the last seemed to be a carousel of Dobbie horses spinning around in a circle, children clutching at the necks of wooden horses as they spun around and round. 
 
    With alarm I noted that the pictures were in some strange way mesmerising! With great effort I forced my attention away from the last picture and returned my attention to the end of the line to where the nanny and the sweep seemed to be watching me intently. 
 
    “Very good.” I said to neither of them in particular and threw a penny into the cap at the sweep’s feet. “Very impressive.” I finished, though I must admit not with a great deal of sincerity. 
 
    “Oi thank ee koindly and so I do!” said the incomprehensible sweep, seemingly in appreciation. 
 
    “Shall we get on, nanny?” I said impatiently, noticing my two children staring intently at the drawing of the bird woman. “It will be lunch time by this rate!” 
 
    “Nonsense!” she said, rattling her strange bird headed umbrella as the children continued to stare at the picture of the woman feeding the birds. “The wind has not changed yet.” Why she said this I have absolutely no idea, but I did know that she was correct, annoyingly. 
 
    “Look, Father!” said Susan, drawing her attention away from the drawing for a moment. “The lady is feeding the birds!” I walked across to her, but not before sniffing loudly at the nanny. I looked down at the drawing and felt my heart start to race as I noticed in the drawing the woman lean forward and throw some dark morsels or crumbs for the pigeons which now moved and fluttered about her, no doubt eager for the food. The drawing appeared to be moving! 
 
    “We fed the birds yesterday.” said Paul who had crept up beside me, startling me somewhat.  
 
    “Of course you did, Paul.” I muttered, staring back at the picture. “Of course you did.” As I looked the old woman took a small bag and cast what must have been crumbs out for the pigeons, who fluttered and flew about her as she did so. 
 
    The chalk drawing was crude though, and the crumbs looked dark, dusty and black. As the pigeons in the drawing clawed at them they flew up into the air and then they seemed to almost slow in flight, squawking loudly before suddenly dissolving into shards of dust that blew on an apparent breeze and showered to the ground in the painting like soot falling from a chimney.  
 
    I watched in horror as another bird swallowed the crumbs before flying away and then suddenly dissolving into dust also. I dragged my eyes away and looked at my two children staring into the drawing, completely transfixed by the slaughter of the pigeons that seemed to be happening in there. 
 
    I stumbled forward, a chant rising in my mind, catching sight of the nanny staring at me, the sweep now leaning forward as if in some strange kind of rapture by her side. “Sookra…farley… accra…. oakra…” I heard as if from far away, for I could not place it but I knew I had heard this sound; a chant almost, somewhere before. I staggered slightly, attempting to make my way around the chalk drawings and drag my children away from this abomination, for now they seemed totally transfixed by the lurid events unfolding in the picture. I would of course have been much more expedient had I stepped across the drawing itself, but I did not want to touch that thing at all, such was the power of the monstrosity that seemed to dwell within it. I felt that if I crossed over that picture then I may very well fall in, and never rise again! 
 
    I took one last glance at the evil woman sitting on the steps feeding the pigeons and turning them into soot, and as I did so she gave a lurid smile at me from within the drawing, and now I saw that soot was gathered about her mouth, forming a dark stain around her now blackened lips. I gave a small cry of horror and made to shuffle past the last picture of the carousel, but as I did so the chanting became louder and my attention was forced towards the now spinning Dobbie horses. 
 
    I pitched forward, now mesmerised by the spinning wooden beasts moving around the device in ever increasing circuits. Yet this was not a carousel the like of which I had seen before! The devices of my childhood were as brightly coloured as this, but were moved by a man working a handle to move the device either by hand or pedal. Not this device though! Nearly out of sight behind the main carousel itself sat a small steam engine, hot bursts of vapour erupting from it, sending clouds of heated water high into the air. I moved around the carousel, not concerned at all that I now appeared to be inside the picture itself, moving in the opposite direction to that of the spinning wooden horses, all of which were empty.  
 
    I looked at the engine as I approached and now I could see that there was a man there with his back to me, piling coal with a long thin shovel into the firebox of the engine. As I approached he turned, and grinning at me I saw that it was Seth staring at me, a wide lunatic grin spreading over his coal dust covered features. As he saw me stop in my tracks he grinned even wider and spoke, his voice now dark and empty, like the sound of rocks grinding together. 
 
    “Step in line.” he said, grinning and I reeled back, noticing now that there seemed now to be three shapes on the far side of the carousel sitting astride three of the garishly painted horses. I waited as the carousel spun in my direction, my gorge rising as I saw that the nanny was siding side saddle on one of them, grinning at me as if this was all perfectly normal. “Step in line!” she shouted as she rode past me, and I noticed dark lines of soot around her mouth as she did so. I cried out in shock but could no longer move as my children, Paul and Susan appeared on a horse each, their mouths also covered in a small amount of dark substance that I now knew to be soot. 
 
    “Step in line! Step in line!” they both squealed in apparent delight as they shot past, the speed of the carousel now seeming to become faster and faster. Around they came again, then again, the space between each circuit becoming less with every turn. “Step in line! Step in line!” the three screamed gleefully as they shot past me, and the awful sound of the merry go round music and the chanting seemed to increase, making my head spin even more. 
 
    “Sookra…. farley… accra…. oakra…” continued the chant as the colours of the carousel melted all into one, the sound deafening, the large dead wooden eyes of the Dobbie horses staring at me relentlessly as they moved past in an unending procession. I felt myself become dizzier and dizzier as the bright colours melted into my mind, faster and faster, the chanting increasing in line with the carousel music. I felt myself floating away. “Sookra…. farley… accra…. oakra…” it said, and my chin fell down to my chest as I noticed small bands of soot creeping across the ground like fracture lines, seeking, I knew, my presence. Slowly they came, circling now about me as if relishing their advancement towards me. 
 
    Then without any warning at all the chanting stopped. 
 
    The carousel and the music ceased too. The nanny and my children and Seth were all gone, and I watched in horror as the colours of the carousel began to melt, pouring down like a rain of melting chalk about me, the soot now washed clean from around my feet. I staggered and saw that I was outside of the chalk drawing once again, and that a steady rain shower was falling around me, melting the chalk paintings in the heavy downpour. I staggered to my left just in time to see the bird woman in the chalk painting there snarling as the rain melted her away, a low deep growl rising from somewhere around me.  
 
    I looked around in confusion, tottering towards the park railings for support as I did so. I seemed to be quite alone. I noticed through the railings that even the kite fliers on the greens beyond seemed to have disappeared. Heart racing and my head spinning I grabbed the railings for support, dropping my umbrella as I did so. Leaning forward I felt the colours from the carousel spin in my mind, and I could not seem to forget the chant, “Sookra… farley… accra…. oakra…”. I felt my body spasm and leaning forward I vomited copiously onto the pavement, falling to my knees as I saw that my vomit was black and seemed to be the same colour of soot! I dragged myself to my feet, my legs hardly supporting me and held as firmly as I could onto the railings for support.  
 
    By now the paintings had all but dissolved, and I tilted my head backwards, letting the cool sweet rain run over my features as I attempted to gain my composure. Several people were by now leaving the park in a hurry, no doubt caught out by the downpour, but I paid them no heed, though I did hear tuts and utterings of “Disgraceful!” and “Drunk at this time of day!” spat in my general direction by several of the evacuees. 
 
    I ignored them of course, for I could not do otherwise; at that precise moment in time I was struggling to remain on my feet at all, and so continued to grasp at the park railings as if they were a mast on a sinking ship. “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” I mumbled softly to myself unbidden, and felt the bright colours of the carousel rushing through my mind as I did so, nausea rising in my throat once again. Yet I managed to hold it down as I attempted to re-gather my wits. 
 
    Now the wind began to rise as I stood there trembling, grasping the iron fence, the rain now soaking through my clothes. As I stood there I saw a largish triangular kite scutter and somersault through the park gates and almost by instinct I made a grab for it, and having caught hold of it, held it to my chest, awaiting the child who had obviously lost it to arrive. Yet after a spell of what must have been some ten minutes nobody did. I examined the kite carefully. The wind had damaged it of course, but it still looked as if it would fly and so I made the decision to keep hold of it, for no reason that I could discern at all. 
 
    I tentatively attempted a step, still holding onto the railings, and found that I could support myself capably well, and so releasing the fence, kite in hand I attempted a few more tentative steps, my confidence in my balance and my ability to support myself growing with every step. I noticed my umbrella lying on the ground, but there seemed little point in retrieving it now as I was already soaked to the bone, and so I kept hold of the kite itself, chuckling to myself as I imagined it blowing me home. I pulled myself into check at the thought. I must already have contracted a fever of some kind and so I began to stagger back towards my house. 
 
    That I made a sorry sight there could be no doubt. Drenched in rain, most definitely as white as a sheet and nursing a battered kite I staggered along the lane heading homewards. At one point I passed the local police constable who eyed me with traces of both suspicion and concern simultaneously. 
 
    “Are you quite well Mister Berkeley?” he asked, his eyebrows bristling beneath his police helmet. 
 
    “Yes indeed.” I said, surprising myself at how strange my voice sounded; high pitched and somewhat tremulous. “Very well indeed.” I finished and he tipped his hand to his hat and made off on his way on his beat, though I will say that I felt his eyes on my back for quite some time as I staggered on my way up the street. 
 
    Eventually my house came into sight, and I noticed that in the row of houses in which it stood, the stone on the front of my house looked much dirtier than all of the others, almost as if it were somehow coated in dust of some sort. It could have been a trick of the light or of my imagination of course, for it was most certainly not that way the day before, but I had no time for it at that moment in time, for I felt as I were about to succumb and fall to the pavement at any second. Climbing the front steps, I let myself in and staggered into the hall. The house seemed to be in silence, and so I dragged myself into the living room which was equally empty, though I was grateful to find that a well-lit fire roared in the fireplace. Dropping the kite to the floor I fell into my armchair and revelling in the luxuriant warmth rising from the dancing flames in the grate I kicked off my ruined shoes, huddled into the heat and quickly fell asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
      I came to with a start, the fire now but ashes in the grate. I sat there for a minute or so listening in the darkness for any sign of movement, but there appeared to be none. I shivered as I was now chilled to the bone, my jacket still sticking wetly to my back where the heat of the fire had not been able to reach and therefore dry it. I looked at the clock on the mantelpiece but could not see the time in the darkness. So I rose from my seat and this confirmed what I had previously only suspected; to my dismay whilst the front of my clothes had been dried by the now expired fire, the back of them most definitely had not! I plucked the clock from the mantelpiece, stubbing my toe on the chair facing mine as I did so, cursing loudly into the darkness as I carried it across the room. 
 
    Moving carefully in the darkness I pulled open the curtain and held the clock up to see the time, the clock face reflected in the moonlight now pouring through the window. 
 
     Five past midnight! I was aghast! I had slept surely for all of the day. I had not even eaten, or at least had no recollection of doing so! Yet my family and staff had seen fit to leave me where I was helpless and soaked to the bone! I shivered in the cold as my damp clothes stuck to my back to remind me of my soaking earlier in the day. I could not fathom why I had been left there all alone, for now my staff would have retired, and certainly my wife and children would be asleep also, which made the running of a hot bath I so fervently desired an impossibility! 
 
    I did however feel completely drained and lacking in energy and vigour, and so I decided to head for bed and have my bath in the morning once I had undertaken my duty of having several harsh words with my servants. Carefully re-crossing the room and replacing the clock on the mantelpiece I left my study, and crossing the hall began my ascent up the stairs. As I did so I thought I heard the sound of a giggling child rising from somewhere up above me. “No doubt the nanny was having a bad night of it” I thought and could hardly keep my delight at the very thought making me laugh aloud. Yet as I approached the nursery I hear what was obviously the high pitched giggling of a small girl from the far end of the hall in which I stood.  
 
    “Susan!” I whispered loudly down the corridor. “Is that you?”  I was however greeted with nothing but silence from the pitch blackness that surrounded me. I had considered lighting a lamp to light my way to bed but had thought better of it as I did not want to disturb either my wife or children, such was the hour. Curious, I continued down the corridor which was in completely the opposite direction from my bedroom and there I heard the giggle again, but from the next storey up.  
 
    I was all but a stranger to this part of the house, for the next staircase rose a flight up to attic where my staff slept, but I remembered it vaguely. Up the now narrow flight of stairs I went, reaching a small corridor which I knew had several doors about its short length, even if I could not currently see them at all. Then the giggling sounded above me; nearer this time but still a little way off. I knew that there was but one more thin set of stairs that led to the roof and I banged into the wall several times as I attempted to find the beginning of the next flight up. Eventually I stumbled upon it and began my final ascent as the giggling sounded above me yet again, even nearer this time. 
 
    Reaching the top of the stairs I knew that there was a small doorway here that led out onto the roof itself, and so I was greatly surprised as I neared the top of the steep stairs to discover that the door was actually open and flapping in the breeze. From the edges of the frame a silver light was shining, and as I pushed it open moonlight flooded down around me, a slight breeze making me gasp as it hit my wet clothes. I ducked my head as I left the stairs and made my way onto the roof, and gasped again, so beautiful was the sight that rose before me. Do not take me wrong, for I am not a man given to fancies or words of poetry or the like, but the sight before me quite took my breath away! 
 
    I was now standing on the roof my house, which is quite elevated, though no more than some, and all around me stood the chimney pots of my home and my neighbours. As my gaze rose towards the city of London it was almost as if I was looking over a forest of chimney pots rising from the rooftops, smoke billowing from some, but because of the lateness of the hour, not from most. The city was behind this, and far across the river I fancied that I could just about see the dome of Saint Paul’s, and the surrounding buildings.  Above all this low in the sky hung a large harvest moon, casting blue light about the city, glistening off the buildings and rooftops, illuminating the chimney pots and stacks. Bright stars twinkled overhead, studding the night sky that was so black and dark it almost seemed to be a deep mournful shade of blue in hue somehow, though this was no doubt in some way due to the moonlight that bathed me as I stood in awe on the rooftop. 
 
    I stood immobile, amazed at the cloudless sky, for usually it was obscured from the residents of the city in a dark smog, but not tonight. There was not a cloud in sight, and the few plumes of smoke that rose from the chimney pots far away rose into the blue of the night sky and dissolved like a mist on a wind. 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra…. oakra…” I heard from nearby and jumped to attention. I edged carefully around one of my chimney pots to where the roof was widest and saw in front of me the nanny crouched on the flat roof before me, Susan and Paul on either side of her. 
 
    “Children! Come here at once!” I cried, “What on Earth are you doing on the roof at night? I shall have your resignation for this nanny, make no mistake!” My children did not move however, for they looked as if they were in a daze, their eyes not registering my presence at all. As I spoke however, the nanny tilted her head up to face me and I saw black circles of soot around her mouth. As I watched she stuck her tongue out and licked her lips clean of the soot, smiling at me as she did so. When done she leaned down to the ground and licked at something on the floor again, before raising her head towards me once again, showing me even more soot around her mouth.  
 
    Then she laughed a low, deep laugh that seemed to make my eyes bulge in my head as the chant came back to me. “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” it said, and suddenly I saw the Dobbie horse’s dead eyes race before me, bright flashes of primary colours making my head spin. I reeled and leaned against one of the chimney pots to regain my balance just as the nanny strode past me. 
 
    “Pit pat.” she said, vanishing through the door that led down from the roof into the house. From inside I heard her speak again. “Step in line.” 
 
    “Step in line.” said both Susan and Paul simultaneously, walking past me and back into the house as they did so, not even noticing that I was there on the rooftop at all. 
 
    I stood there rooted to the spot, my head spinning as I heard the chant again on the breeze, seeming to come from far away and yet at the same time somewhere near to hand too. 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” came the chant again and I jumped back startled as from a chimney pot at the far side of the roof a long arm suddenly appeared from inside the chimney and grasped the rim of the pot itself. It was as if the arm was dragging someone, or something, up from inside the chimney. I watched with a growing sense of amazement that rapidly turned to fear as I saw another black arm rise from within the pot and then with a loud expulsion of soot from the chimney itself a head appeared, featureless and black, the shape of a cap on its head.  
 
    Yet as it emerged from the chimney it became apparent that the creature was featureless and all made of one flowing piece of what looked like solid soot! It turned its head toward me as I stood there unable to move as I saw out of the corner of my eye another arm appear over the edge of a different chimney pot, and then from another chimney to my right yet another arm appeared. The first creature stood unmoving, jutting up from the chimney pot as if it had every right to be there. Then it spoke.  
 
    “Step in line.” It said, and began to drag itself further out of the chimney. 
 
    “Step in line.” said another creature from my left as it dragged itself from the chimney and flopped to the roof, raising itself and then slowly moving towards me. Soot fell around it to the floor as it pulled itself towards me. I saw the first creature had also freed itself from the chimney, as had a third and then a fourth.  
 
    I began to back slowly towards the door that I knew was behind me as the chanting seemed to rise with the slow progress of the creatures across the rooftop towards me.  
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” I heard.  
 
    “Step in line!” insisted the five creatures dragging themselves slowly across the roof. They moved I noted awkwardly, as if they were unused to being upright, or indeed of walking at all, and yet I was not taking any chances. With a loud scream I turned and fled, darting through the open doorway and taking the door firmly in my hands I slammed it shut in the face of the encroaching sweeps. 
 
    I rummaged around in the dark searching for the bolts I suspected were on the door and having found them first at the top and then at the bottom I drew them across, securing the door. Luckily the nanny seemed to have taken the children down the stairs and so I stood there with my back to the door panting. listening for the sign of any activity on the roof. Suddenly there was a loud thump on the frame almost as if some person had thrown a bag of dust at the door, and then all was silent. 
 
    A thin breeze rose, and I thought I heard the chant again…. “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” but I may have been mistaken, for then there was naught but silence. 
 
    Quivering I checked the bolts one more time and descended in the darkness, making my way cautiously to my bedroom. I am pleased to say that the nursery door was closed and there were no sounds of activity from within, and yet I am not also afraid to say that as I passed the children's room I broke into a run. 
 
    *** 
 
      My office at the establishment of the Frobisher and Honeywell Bank was a haven to me normally, yet today it seemed far away; distant, as if it did not really belong to me at all. I looked at the large blotter freshly cut and placed on my desk, examined the ink pot set into the table and the stack of ledgers off to my right. Normally I would enjoy the smell of the ink and the rub of the pages in the ledgers as I turned them, but today it was but a chore. 
 
      I felt hot and feverish, no doubt due to my drenching and peculiar turn the day before, and also the strangely vivid dream I had of finding creatures on the rooftop. What a preposterous thing was the human mind when suffering a malady, for it was no doubt no more than that! 
 
    I opened the drawer of my desk and took from it the small brass key and crossing the room to the fireplace I placed the key in the Staveley timepiece placed there and wound it meticulously. It was of course important to keep a close eye on the correct time, and this clock must be not a second slow nor a second fast. The mechanism ensured that it stayed in steady beat with Greenwich Mean Time of course, but it was I who ensured that daily it was fully wound and ready for service. 
 
    It was equally important that this clock was completely accurate, for it was from this device and every other closely observed timepiece in the bank that every manager of the bank would set their watches, and it was this that not only set the time that the bank would open but also that it would close, and that the leaving and arriving of the staff were measured against. It was very important to make sure that the clerks would step in line of course, and so I wound the clock as I did every day. 
 
    Today was the day of my interview with the head of foreign currency, Mister Jakes, and Mister Hatch had set a note on my desk confirming the time of three o’clock in the afternoon, when he would come and inspect my ledgers as to appraise my application to my potential promotion. This of course had no effect on my humours for the day, for I am not one given to anxiety or nervousness. I am confident in my work and therefore the inspection, as I had come to think of it for that was what it was in all but name, troubled me not at all.  
 
    At five minutes before three o’clock I refilled my ink well and cleaned my quill, setting out the current ledger I was inspecting on the desk before me. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was now three minutes before the hour and so I was more than a little surprised to hear a small rap on the door which then opened as Mister Hatch showed Mister Jakes into my office. Hatch was normally a stickler for time, and so I conceded that mayhap it was Mister Jakes who had forced his early arrival. I knew Hatch well of course, though I found him to be a dry and humourless man, but Jakes was a complete stranger to me, having worked in a different department from him for all my time with the bank so far. 
 
    “Ah you are early!” I smiled, shaking Hatch’s hand vigorously before turning to shake the hand of Mr Jakes who ignored me completely and gave me his briefcase instead, which I placed on the floor beside my desk and ignoring the slight, smiled at Jakes once again. 
 
    He was a small rotund man, with the look of a person given to outbursts of impatience; in short a man whose voice had to be the loudest in the room as equally his height was almost certainly the shortest therein. 
 
    “Nonsense!” he said, pulling a pocket watch from his waistcoat. “We are precisely on time. You clock is slow old chap!” he said, an air of irritation creeping into his voice. I was about to express my lack of agreement when I saw Hatch open his pocket watch and show me the time, which was showing that my clock was actually three minutes slow! I felt my heat rising as Jakes crossed to the clock and went to take it from the mantelpiece before something that probably he could only just see caught his eye on the mantelpiece above the fire and he tutted loudly and ran his fingers across the ledge. He held them up to us both, showing dark smears of soot upon his fingers. 
 
    “I would employ a sweep if I were you, Berkeley!” he spat. “Damned office is a midden! No wonder your clock is slow as well!” He tutted and fussed loudly about the room, no doubt looking for more traces of soot but it appeared that he could not find any. Eventually he took a seat at my desk and Hatch and I followed him. For the next twenty minutes or more he looked at every ledger and at more or less every line and page expectant of finding flaws. He did comment on several things, indicating that “He would not do it that way himself” and although he did not seem to particularly enjoy my retort that there was no room for interpretation in a ledger and that it was either done correctly or incorrectly, he did not find any actual errors at all. 
 
    “Serviceable work.” he concluded as he slammed the ledger closed. “Though nothing remarkable. Mayhap I may see your journal entry skills?” he enquired and I nodded in agreement as he continued. “Journal entry is an important skill in foreign currency, Mister Berkeley!” he exclaimed, “One decimal point in the wrong place and governments will fall!” He sniffed loudly and sat back in his chair. “Yes, governments could fall, sir! Mark my words!” 
 
    I pulled the journal from the top of my pile and inked my quill. 
 
    “No! No!” exclaimed Jakes, startling me somewhat. I still felt hot and light headed, and just wanted this interview to over and done with so I could retire home and have an early night’s sleep. I was most definitely sickening for something! “Not that ledger. I have brought one with me in my briefcase that we have been working on for the last month. We shall see how you fare with this one! Fetch it for me please, Mister Hatch!”  
 
    I watched as Hatch scuttled to the door and brought the briefcase to Jakes, who upon opening it produced a thick leather backed ledger and placed it before me, opening the page at the last entry. He then searched inside for a slip of paper on which were written several lines of text and figures. 
 
    “This is what I want you to enter into the ledger please, Mister Berkeley.” he said, passing me the slip of paper. “Do you think you are up to the job?” I looked at the carefully written work spread out before me. To my eye it was although extremely neat, somewhat a little over-ornate, yet I knew I was equal to the task and said so. 
 
    “I can ensure you I have been doing this for a very long time, Mister Jakes.” I sniffed. “My equals and betters consider my hand to be one of the best. I can assure you it will be but a pleasure to continue your work. 
 
    “Well just be careful, man.” he mumbled as I dipped my quill in the ink and looked very carefully at where I was about to make my entry. 
 
    “All you have to do is ensure that the figures step in line.” he said as my quill approached the paper. I stopped abruptly. 
 
    “I am sorry.” I mumbled, a cold shiver running up my back. “What did you say?” 
 
     I felt myself growing warmer, sweat gathering on my forehead. Jakes looked at me as if I had taken leave of my senses. 
 
    “Step in line, man!” he more or less shouted. “Step in line!” 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” I heard from the chimney above the fireplace. 
 
    My hand began to tremble as I saw the bright flashing colours of the carousel spin before my eyes, then a vision of the nanny with the soot around her mouth seemed to make my head spin. A bead of sweat on my forehead gathered pace and ran in a large rivulet down my nose where it gathered there, almost forming what some refer to as a “dew drop”. 
 
    “Are you quite well, Berkeley?” I heard Muster Hatch say from far away. I was aware of both of the men staring at me but the chant was getting louder. 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra... oakra…” I said through slack jaws, my head spinning in time with the carousel of brightly painted Dobbie horses spinning before my eyes. 
 
    “How precocious!” said Jakes in irritation. “Get on with it man!” 
 
    I felt the sweat gather on the tip of my nose even more and almost as if time had slowed I felt the drip leave my nose, slip down through the air and with a soundless splash land on the ledger. Glancing down at the paper in front of me I saw that the sweat that had fallen from myself was as black as the colour of soot. A small blot of it now covered the page just where seconds before I was about to write. 
 
    Jakes almost leapt out of his seat. 
 
    “Good lord man!” You have ruined this ledger!” He was already heading for the door, ledger back in briefcase and a look of anger on his face that gave me no doubt at all about the outcome of the interview. “Good day to you both!” he roared, slamming the door shut behind him. Hatch sat there for a few moments staring at me before he too made to leave. As he did so he opened the door and when half way through it turned back to me before he left, giving me a very curious look indeed. 
 
    “Where did the soot come from?” he asked quietly and I simply shook my head. 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra... oakra…” I said, and with a tut Mister Hatch was gone. 
 
     *** 
 
      I wandered through the streets of London for what may have been hours, not just lost in my thoughts and despondency, but also attempting to clear my head of the sounds and colours of the carousel, yet everywhere I went the colours of the buildings and the sky, the puddles on the pavement all seemed to be garishly painted in bold colours, almost as if I were living in a painting of some kind. At one point I noticed a change in the air, and licking my finger I held it in the air. I was right! The wind had changed direction! There was no doubt about it. The wind was turning to the east! Motivated to rush home I quickened my pace and moving on I continued on my way, but I could not seem to pick up the thread of where my journey home should commence. 
 
      Yet the people I passed on the streets appeared different; darker somehow. Their black soot stained faces followed me wherever I went, dragging themselves through the streets of the city as if observing my every move, stopping to watch me as I went. Shuffling and dragging one leg behind themselves they came towards me, passing by and glancing at me as they did so. The faces of everyone I saw were indistinct, featureless and made of soot. As were their clothes and bodies, as if they were puppets with their strings removed, or dark denizens of earth wandering zombie formed purely of burnt ash, coal dust and soot. 
 
      As I wandered the streets the sense of oppression grew. I realised that I had to return home for surely some form of fever was burning at my brain, sending me delirious. I wandered past St Pauls, but I could see no bird woman or pigeons and so carried on my way. 
 
    Via a circuitous route I eventually made my way home and as I arrived outside my house I was about to enter when I noticed that the front door was open slightly, which was peculiar. I glanced up and down the street as if trying to make sense of the door that was currently ajar, but could see none. I did notice however a large dark patch on the pavement at the front of my house and so I dragged myself towards it and glanced down, my head now spinning furiously like the carousel that still turned relentlessly in my mind. 
 
    The large mark on the pavement looked as if some person had been carrying a bag of soot and had dropped it from a great height. The burnt and blackened contents had burst on the floor in a great explosion of ash and dust which flew out at violent angles from the main pile of dirt on the pavement. As I stood looking at it I noticed something glistening in the late evening sunlight and so I stooped down and carefully rummaged through the pile of soot at my feet. I searched in amongst the dust and then saw a soot stained silver locket lying amidst the dust. Reaching down I picked it up and held it to the sunlight to examine it. 
 
    I had seen this before I was sure! I opened the locket and there was a name within. “To Lydia” it said. I am reasonably sure to the extent that I am able of course that the name of my cook was Lydia! I am sure I had heard my wife call her by her name on occasion. “Lydia has made your favourite dessert for your birthday, Geoffrey.” and so forth. Dropping the locket back into the pile of dust I raced up the steps and entered my house. 
 
    Complete silence. I crept along the hall and entered the living room where my wife was sitting in her favourite armchair, a book on her lap, her head rolled back as if asleep. My heart beating in my chest I approached her and saw that she was breathing. Thank God she was only asleep! I stroked her face gently, listening for any noise as I did so. Nothing. I went to remove my coat and noticed soot on my fingers. I thought at first it was from when I had been looking for the locket outside, but as I glanced at my wife again I saw dark streaks of black burnt ash on her face; in the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “Geoffrey.” she almost sighed. She was not asleep after all. “The children.” she whispered, and as she did so there was a sudden loud rumbling from the chimney and a great amount of soot fell into the fireplace, covering the carpet and my wife’s feet. I stood back as dust filled the room. Foreboding struck me as I uttered a soundless curse. 
 
    “Sookra... farley… accra… oakra…” I heard from the chimney as the dust seemed to gather itself in the fireplace, and then a small mound of ash moved forward from the chimney and the fallen soot, heading into the room, gathering itself as it did so, formed a figure that grew  until the now familiar form of a black ash chimney sweep stood before me. 
 
    Wilhelmina rose from her chair before I could move, the carousel noises and colours spinning about my head, and the sweep grabbed her by her arm. 
 
    “Oh Geoffrey.” she said, turning to face me as her entire form began to fracture, her face cracking apart, falling into soot, even her clothes cracking into dust, cascading onto the floor as she dissolved, no sound coming from her as she fell into ash. 
 
    “Step in line.” laughed the nanny from the door as she approached me and then kneeling on the floor began to breathe in the soot that used to be my wife, the dust sucking as if driven by a wind so fierce into the nanny’s mouth, feeding her with ash, dust, soot and death. The sweep moved for me now, swinging an arm slowly through the air, its movements slow and sluggish. The nanny just continued to feed on the dust as if nothing was happening.  
 
    I saw the kite on the floor and picked it up to use as a shield, for I did not want that thing to touch me, but the sounds of the carousel were loud in my head, the colours flashing and so I ran from the room as the creature shambled along after me. I entered the breakfast room which was cleared of course, though I did fear that dinner was most definitely not going to be served this evening, and as the creature entered the room I held the kite up to protect me and lunged at the only things I could see on the table to throw at it. 
 
    The pepper pot bounced harmlessly off the form of the soot creature and so I flung the salt cellar as well. As I did so however, the lid of the salt pot became detached and salt hit the creature in the face as well as the pot itself. There was a tremendous roar from the sweep that seemed to make the room shake and then the creature exploded, filling the room with ash and dust. I glanced at the door and saw the nanny staring at me from the doorway before racing up the stairs. The children! 
 
    The salt was all gone now of course, and I had no time to make for the kitchen and so I headed rapidly up the stairs in pursuit of the nanny. Half way up the first flight of stairs another large puddle of soot lay on the floor. The remains of one of the maids no doubt. The nursery I noted was empty as I reached it, all of the nanny’s belongings: the lamp stand, the mirror and the plant seemed to have vanished as mysteriously as they had appeared. Off I raced, heading for the roof, for that was where I knew they would be. 
 
    Mere moments later I stepped gasping for breath out onto the flat roof and saw several of the soot sweeps jutting from the chimney pots of my house. The nanny stood in the centre of the roof, her carpet bag by her side, her umbrella curled across her arm by its handle. Seth kneeled beside her, licking soot from the rooftop as if feeding. Susan stood beside the nanny who held onto her arm tightly, smiling at me as if she had all of the time in the world. 
 
    “Seth has eaten Paul, daddy.”  Susan said dreamily, her eyes rolling. My head was exploding with sounds and flashing colours now, the sweeps about the nanny slowly chanting. 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” I felt my knees buckle and I screamed in anger, waving the kite at the nanny angrily, advancing towards her. 
 
    “The wind has changed, Mister Berkeley.” she smiled sweetly, “And it is time I left.”  
 
    “I will see you hanged first!” I roared, and raced towards her, but her eyes flashed and I stood rooted to the spot as Seth finished licking up the soot and climbed up onto the chimney, dangling his legs over the side and then winking at me and doffing his cap. 
 
    “Don’t make it so long next time nanny.” he said and with a final grin he disappeared down into the chimney and was gone. 
 
    “Poor Mister Berkeley.” said the nanny as the remaining sweeps began to climb down from the chimneys and onto the roof. She took hold of Susan and grabbed her arm even more tightly. “Poor Susan too.” she smiled as my daughter began to crumble, fracture into dust. First her arms cascaded down into ash, then she tumbled, and was gone. The five remaining sweeps rushed to the pile of ash that was all that was left of my daughter and began to lick greedily at the soot, falling upon her charred remains as if they were wild animals feeding on a slain beast, jostling and pushing each other as they fought to lick the soot from the rooftop. 
 
    Through a veil of tears, I roared at the nanny and her confederates but still I was unable to move! I tried to throw the kite at her in an attempt to harm her that was surely futile, but I could not even move my arm. 
 
    “Pit pat.” she said, picking up her bag and unfurling her umbrella. 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” I said, unable to control now my body or my thoughts. 
 
    “Why did you come for my children?” I blurted, using all of my reserves of sanity to speak to her. Carousels flew around my head; my eyes were full of colours. To my surprise the nanny merely laughed.  I felt my mind and reason deserting me. Almost pleading, I continued. “Why them?” 
 
    “Oh I didn’t come for the children.” she said sweetly, her soot stained teeth gleaming darkly in the evening sun. Across the rooftops and the park, I could see kites flying as if this was just a normal day. 
 
    “I came for you.” she said, and clicking her heels together she began to rise into the air, the umbrella held above her head, the carpet bag in her other hand. I stood transfixed as the sweeps began to rise from the now consumed soot and began to pay me heed again. 
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” they muttered darkly almost as one and began to head towards where I stood unable to move. 
 
    The nanny continued to rise into the air, and then drifted away from the rooftop, no doubt caught in the wind that now blew from the east. Slowly the sweeps ambled towards me, arms outstretched. I swallowed and fought with my state of petrification and as one of the sweeps hands clutched at me I was suddenly able to move again, the nanny now quite some distance above me, flying with the wind. I surged forward, but I was at a dead end on the roof. Almost as if reading my thoughts, the five sweeps fanned out, blocking my exit to the door. I shouted at them, shoving the kite at them, slowly being edged backwards towards the end of the roof and the ground below. 
 
    I turned to look at the beautiful sunny evening that lay at my feet, kites flying across the park, the city busy about its business. 
 
    Kites! 
 
    They say that a drowning man will clutch at a straw, and so it was with the kite! I unfurled the string from the battered toy, feeling the breeze catching and tugging at it as the sweeps drew closer. Clutching the string tightly with my fist I gave a roar of defiance and as the wind caught the kite I ran and flung myself from the rooftop, the sweeps screaming in anger as I plummeted over the rooftop and fell towards the ground. As I fell however the kite caught in the wind and I felt myself rising, the kite pulling me upwards into the air. It was if I was flying! 
 
    High above I saw the nanny heading away across London, and I clutched tightly on the string as I rose higher and higher, the ground far below me, and I roared with laughter as a hysteria took hold of me! As I looked up at the nanny I realised that I was now gaining on her as the kite dragged me along with it. I glanced at the string of the kite and my hand clutched about it and I felt a sick feeling in my stomach as I saw my hand begin to crack, soot falling down my arm! 
 
    My other arm began to dissolve then, a cascade of soot falling down to the ground, and then my arm that was clutching the string dissolved completely and as I fell I saw the kite flying away, the sun now low in the sky and the nanny flying away; far, far away, and as I fell I dissolved, soot falling in clouds down below, finally falling, falling down into soot and dark and ash. 
 
    *** 
 
    If you want to find number eighteen Cherry Hill Lane all you have to do is to ask a policeman when you spot one. He will push his helmet to one side, scratch his head as if considering your request carefully and then he will point his white gloved hand and say, “First to your left, take a second right, sharp right again and you are there. Good morning.” If you press him further however then no doubt he would be more inclined to inform you of the recent terrible deeds that have taken place there. He may even remember to whisper details of the terrible black soot marks on the pavements outside of the house, and the fact that even the heaviest of rain showers (and London has lots of those; thunderstorms too) completely fails to wash the soot marks away.  
 
    Pressed even further (for all policeman like gossip even if they are reluctant to admit that that is the case) he may entertain you with the strange story of number eighteen and how it was found abandoned except for marks obviously left by a chimney sweep, and how, if you pass the house late at night and there is a full moon you can almost hear voices on the wind. 
 
    Nobody is quite sure what the voices say of course, because that would make the gossip much less interesting, but many people have heard it, and to lots of those people who have it appears to be a nonsense word making no sense at all. To those who have heard it however it sounds a little like this:  
 
    “Sookra… farley… accra… oakra…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Interlude Five 
 
    ~ In which children are scrutinised ~ 
 
      
 
    Silence fell about the room as Mister Berkeley took his seat once more. I was astounded at the tale as were most of the gentlemen remaining at the table. I was also still in shock as to Moon’s impertinent manner and his question to me as to whether I believed that these were mere stories or not. Nevertheless, I had listened to Mister Berkeley’s story with interest and had concentrated on that instead to remove from my mind the displeasure I felt towards my manservant. 
 
    What a story it was! Those poor children! I have expressed already an affinity I have with dogs when I allow it and I feel children are the same, especially my own two sons of course. I simply cannot understand how any adult can hurt a child, or endanger them, or worse; and here was just such an example. Though it must be said that the father got all that he deserved as he continually ignored his brood (to use his own words) to his eventual detriment of all. 
 
    “Quite appalling! Said Jeptha Farrager from the top of the table to the right of Apollyon who sat watching us all again, boots up on the table as usual. “Any corruption of a child must be dealt with forcefully and swiftly, for they are unable to defend themselves”. 
 
    “I completely agree.” Said Cornelius Radley, the engineer who sat on the other side of Mister Berkeley off to my right. Berkeley sat now as if he were a man broken, his head in his hands, oblivious to all. I regarded him with pity but as I looked at him I saw close to where his elbows rested on the table a small black fleck of something on the tablecloth. Peering closer I was sure that it was soot!  
 
    I gasped out loud as Dickinson Evans to my immediate left, not noticing my discovery at all, agreed with the speakers so far. 
 
    “Such a terrible tale.” He lamented. “The poor children.” Byron Rothering to the side of Mister Farrager nodded his head vigorously and yet said nothing, while of course Gabriel Moon sat staring ahead of himself once again as if nothing in the world mattered to him in the slightest. Apollyon simply continued to stare at us all, following the conversation as it moved about the table. Finally, he spoke. 
 
    “Children have such an aptitude for evil do you not think gentlemen?” he suddenly sneered, which provoked an outcry around the table.  
 
    “Of course not!” yelled Radley. 
 
    “Only if they have not been taught right from wrong!” protested Evans, and I was forced to agree with them. Apollyon however did not seem to be convinced. 
 
    “They constantly push at the boundaries of what is right and wrong as if testing what they can evade blame or discovery for I feel.” Smiled the Earl, before concluding, “It is one of their more endearing qualities I find.” 
 
    “In what respect, your Lordship?” enquired Rothering. “I find your reasoning at best confused. I have found in my life that no child is born evil or full of hate. They must learn it.” The Earl screwed up his face in disgust at this and removed himself from his chair, pacing around the table again like a caged creature, as dangerous as a wounded animal. 
 
    “Of course they can be born evil!” he roared, and a wind must have caught the chimney then as the flames in the fireplace suddenly roared higher, bathing his form in a sickly red glow. 
 
    When it came, his voice seemed deeper too. “It simply requires nurturing.” He turned from the flames, his face impassive once again. As he did so the double doors flew open of their own accord again, revealing nothing but darkness and the deep red glow of a presumed lantern or gas light not in view perhaps somewhere nearby. “Come, Mister Berkeley!” he gestured to the poor man who sat to my right, now almost slumped on the table as if he was a thing broken; unmade. 
 
    “I did not see it until it was too late!” he wept as he rose and made his way through the doors and into the darkness of the club beyond. Apollyon had clapped him soundly on the back as he had walked past him, and as the Earl took his seat again the doors slammed shut again and Berkeley was gone. 
 
    Now there were five empty seats around the table as our number diminished, and all that was left were four gentlemen at various points about the table, myself, Gabriel Moon and the Earl himself of course. Moon still sat unmoving, staring into space, ignoring everything that was happening around him. I took the time to ponder where Berkeley had gone wrong, for judging by his own words he certainly thought that he had done so. He had ignored his children of course, and employed a nanny but then so did I, and my own children were well provided for in all ways I pondered. Yet were they? Were they devoid of my attention or thoughts? 
 
    Yet as I thought this I felt the twinge of a slight misgiving; as if I were lying to myself. I had such feelings frequently of course, but I usually managed to ignore or suppress them. This time however I decided to let them persevere. Did I ignore my children, ignore my wife? I felt that I possibly did. 
 
    “Who is number six?” enquired Apollyon, his eyes never leaving me as he stared with what was obvious curiosity. As before nobody else at the table seemed to find anything remiss.  
 
    “It is I.” said Dickinson Evans from my immediate left, standing and casting the crumpled up ticket onto the table as he did so. “My story is called, “The Reluctant Paw”.” He smiled, clearing his throat as if to start. 
 
    “Excellent.” Smiled Apollyon, leaning back in his chair once more, the fire still roaring behind him. How he did not get over-heated heaven only knows! “A curious title. Please begin for the hour grows late.”  
 
    I looked back to Berkeley and as I did so I saw that Moon was staring at me again. I felt a shiver up my spine as my manservant stared at me in obvious disgust. 
 
    “So your children are well provided for in all ways then?” Moon spat at me. Nobody at the table appeared to hear him, though Apollyon did seem to be cocking an ear in his direction but equally he had now an expression of confusion on his face too. It reminded me of a look that a man would give if he knew some mischief was afoot but he was not sure quite what. 
 
    “That is none of your business!” I shouted. “Why on Earth you think it should be –“ 
 
    “When did you last tell your children you loved them?” snarled Moon as he interrupted me. “Come to that, when did you last tell your wife you loved her. You who justify to yourself the wife who has faithfully borne you two children who at least “doesn’t look like a pig!” 
 
    His face increased in hatred as he stared down at me, spluttering before his onslaught. “You disgust me!” he shouted. You simply have no idea of what love is or when you last told any of your family that you love them. Or indeed anyone!” 
 
    “I…” I spluttered, my mind now in outrage. To my amazement none at the table seemed to be aware of the argument I was having with Gabriel Moon at all. They were as oblivious to our conversation as they apparently were to his presence. 
 
    “You have no idea!” he spat and turned away from me once more staring into space as I spluttered to think of a retort, though actually I was attempting to think of the answer. To my eternal shame I could not remember when the word, “love” had last passed my lips in any shape or form. 
 
    “It all began with cricket.” Said Evans besides me and Apollyon placed his boots back on the table again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Reluctant Paw 
 
      
 
    For the life of me I fail completely to understand why the population of this country consider cricket to be a sport. The very thought of leather on willow fills me with a dread that very few other matters can. It is quite simple. Any sport that stops for lunch is either being staged for far too long a time period or it is not a sport at all, and although I am in full agreement with the former, I do throw my full weight behind the latter. Endless processions of crisp white flannels and bats standing around throwing balls about and then it is off for tea in the pavilion. Preposterous! 
 
    Apart from just how mind numbing the damned thing is I also have another reason for my dislike of the sport, which goes back to my childhood in boarding school many years ago. Cricket was obligatory of course and I hated it from the outset.  Rugby was the other game of choice of the school and I had no issues with that. I was quite a well-built boy for my age and I was always popular when the teams were being selected.  
 
    Once the nights began to draw out and become lighter however, and when I could see the groundkeeper marking out the cricket fields and mowing the grass then my heart would sink. The problem was not just I found the entire game futile at best and a total waste of my time at worst but also that I was entirely useless at playing the game in the first place if indeed you could call it a game at all. 
 
    The ball would come hurtling towards me and if I had a bat in my hand I would miss it completely, and if I were trying to catch the ball the result would be just the same. I detested cricket with a passion and it seemed to hate me equally. To this day I cannot bear the sight of cricket whites or any of the paraphernalia that goes with that travesty of a so called sport. 
 
    Of course when it was time for physical exercise classes we would be split up into six groups of six or so pupils. Our group would then be allocated our own set of stumps. The master in charge of the class would wander amongst the fields observing the various groups playing cricket to ensure a fair game was undertaken and that we were all behaving ourselves. It was also a well-known fact that the master was keeping a very close eye on his pupils in order to complete a short list to take place in the inter school cricket tournament as a member of the school cricket team. 
 
    It seemed in the summer that I finally gave up on cricket that the group of chaps I played with was almost always the same. Frobisher the spinning bowler school champion was there and Grahams who could sprint from wicket to crease like an over excited greyhound. McCarthy was always the best batsman and Lyons was the best bowler. Wellens never dropped a ball for all the time I knew him no matter how fast it was heading towards him, and then there was myself; the mongrel of the group; Dickinson Evans, cricket failure. The truth of the matter was that I could neither throw, or catch, or bat, or to be perfectly truthful give a stuff about the whole ruddy affair at all. 
 
    A fact that was not lost upon my cricketeering comrades once the master wandered off and the game commenced. Off flew the bail across the green at the first ball from the clean white linen clad Wellens and I retired to field. 
 
    “Jolly bad luck, Evans!” shouted McCarthy from the edge of the green. 
 
    “Yes. Rotten luck.” agreed Lyons and so the game continued. It soon became apparent to my comrades however that luck had absolutely nothing to do with it.  The first ball I attempted to catch at the edge of the green ending up smashing onto my foot resulting in a somewhat painful abrasion, and when I tried to bowl the damned ball would end up anywhere at all except for where I wanted it to be. I tried, believe you and me, I most certainly tried. But it was of no use. The game of cricket was meant to be a stranger to me and of that fact I was more than happy to oblige. 
 
    My cricketing chums however began to look upon my presence with what I considered to be some form of misguided sympathy. That is how it began anyway. I could not help but notice the raised eyebrows and clandestine group confabulations that seemed to be heading to the final decision that at the game of cricket I was a ruddy useless bugger. 
 
    To their eternal shame however my cricketing fellows in arms then for some entirely unfathomable reason began to take pity on me. It is a thing that has haunted me all my life and in my mind I define it as, “The cricket look”, which means that a person is looking down on me and knowing I am at best useless with regard to some subject and that they taking pity on me. Which will not fix the problem at all, for I would always be useless at it no matter what they do. If that seems rather convoluted, then let me put it another way. It is the look a pupil gives a teacher when the teacher is trying his very best to teach something to the pupil who he also realises that they will never understand or be able to understand what is being shown them. Not ever. That is the “Cricket look”, and it drives me wild if anyone in my life has ever given me it.  
 
    In truth this has happened on very few occasions for in my life I have been relatively successful and now retired I live a life of solitude and peace on my country estate. There is just myself and my cat of course ever since my wife died nearly two years ago. Although it can at times be solitary I by and large live a life of my own choosing. I neither have nor need any staff for I am mostly self-sufficient. This comes of course I suspect from not only my exemplary military service but also the times I have over the years spent hunting in the Africa’s and the like. It makes a man I would say, and this man has not seen “the cricket look” for probably sixty years or more. 
 
    So the cricket. The blighters took pity on me you see. Started bowling really slowly so I could at least tap the ball to one side. Then there would be an almost slowed down chase of the ball during which they would continually fumble for the damned thing and fail miserably whilst I made a number of somewhat inflated runs. I hated this more than the fact that I was useless at cricket for they were taking pity on me and that I cannot abide. There can be no doubt that their intentions were good and honourable of course, but that is hardly the point. They were taking pity on me and gave me their best “cricket look”. I hated them from that moment onwards with a passion.  
 
    Of course the moment the master wandered over with his list of names for the school cricket team and to examine the form of the chaps I was playing with then the “pretend cricket” was over and done with and on the very next bowl I would be swiftly despatched to wander about the outer field trying to pretend that I was not actually there at all. 
 
    Even thinking about it now more than sixty years later it makes me grind my teeth. 
 
    So I try not to dwell upon the past, for those who do so are I find frequently surprised by the present and defiantly unaware of the future. 
 
    When my wife died I was of course devastated for we had been married for forty five years and every single day I miss her terribly. Yet I fill my days. Often I find myself reminiscing about the past. Not just of the times spent with my wife but also my days in Africa and though the trophies of my hunting activities now hang on my walls I must admit I cannot remember catching almost any of them at all. There is an antelope head in the lower hall that for the life of me is a complete mystery to me, for example. So there may be some who would decry my hunting exploits and declare me to be a man who is not kind to animals but I have my own standards. I have never hunted an animal that was in any way hindered from escaping, and if it was cornered I always despatched it swiftly. 
 
    So though not a real animal lover I am not a cruel man. I am however not over enthused with domestic animals. Hunting dogs have a place of course, but I cannot imagine standing throwing a ball for one; nor cats, for to me they seemed sly and solitary. Not that my dear sister agrees of course. Upon her rare visits (which became more frequent after my wife died of course for she was concerned about my wellbeing; a notion that was entirely misplaced I must say), she had apparently seen me moping about the house lost in my thoughts and concentration, and decided that I needed some companionship.  
 
    So it came to pass some eleven months ago that I opened the door to my sister who was carrying what appeared to be a small box covered in a blanket. We retired to the parlour and I went to make some tea before we settled. 
 
    “Wait please Henry.” she said in her imperious tone that was reserved I suspect entirely for myself. Taking me by the arm and leading me to my armchair I sat as she placed whatever she was carrying on the other side of the rug facing myself. She settled down into the chair opposite and removed the blanket revealing a small leather covered box with straps at one end. From within came some high squeaking noises. “I have brought you a companion.” she said as she undid the straps. I looked at what I now knew was obviously a cage as the final strap was undone and she opened the door on it, steadying it on the floor. 
 
    The mewing sound grew slightly in volume but only ever-so as out of the cage emerged a small kitten, tabby coloured and probably no more than a few weeks old. It was all ears and head with a tiny tail and eyes like saucers. 
 
    “I have no use for a ruddy cat!” I exclaimed at my sister who just smiled at me as if she knew best. It wasn’t quite the “cricket look” but it wasn’t far off it. 
 
    “Nonsense.” she sniffed. “You need a companion. Rattling around this big old empty house on your own is hardly healthy now, is it Henry? You are nearly seventy years old!” 
 
    “And quite capable of looking after myself without a damned cat about the place.” I sighed as the small kitten made its way nervously towards me, no doubt unnerved by my raised voice. I looked at the small creature and it looked at me and meowed quietly, examining me as if in search of food or the like. Perhaps it was hungry? I reached down and scooped it up with one hand and put it on my chest to have a good look at the thing before I put it back in its ruddy cage and made my sister take it back with her and return it from wherever she had found it in the first place. 
 
    As I looked at it it returned my gaze seemingly fearlessly and then sniffed my shirt and finally licked my face. I made to stroke it with my hand and it let me, purring feebly. I stroked its ear and rubbed it under the chin at which point it bit my thumb playfully, tiny little teeth harmlessly nibbling on my digit. After a few minutes of thumb gnawing it settled down on my chest and rapidly fell fast asleep. 
 
    I considered rising and returning the kitten to its cage but it was obviously much too late for I was ruddy smitten. 
 
    “I shall call her Aloysius.” I smiled and so did my sister. “It is a she, isn’t it?” I asked smiling and my sister nodded. “Good.” I said. “Much rather share this big old place with a lady than a chap.”  
 
    From that moment on Aloysius and I were perfectly inseparable. 
 
    This fact amazed me. I had never owned a domestic animal in my life even when I was a child, though I had during my hunting days killed a fair few non domestic ones to be fair. Yet I fretted over this little kitten as if my life depended on it. I prepared fish from the village fishmonger in a mush so that she could eat it; meat from the finest butcher in town also. I made sure she always had fresh drinking water and made little toys out of balls of wool that she would play with and swat for hours. She slept a lot too, mostly on my knee and this gave me a feeling of contentment that never failed to surprise me. 
 
    I was guardian and custodian of this tiny little soul and I looked after her as if she were a child that I had never had, which sounds as ridiculous to me now as indeed it did then, but she had me wrapped very carefully about her little finger and that was the end of it. 
 
    As the days passed Aloysius grew familiar with her surroundings and I purchased a small basket for her from the village which she would sometimes sleep in during the day if I was busy or out and about. I could not let her out of the house as of yet of course as she was far too small and would be ignorant of any dangers that may or may not have lain in wait for her. Also I was absolutely terrified that she would not come back or that I would not be able to find her again. The very thought of her wandering around in the dark filled me with such a dread that I thought I would no longer be able to feel in my advancing years. It sounds ridiculous but she is my companion now and I would do anything for her. Anything at all. 
 
    Once she settled in Aloysius continued to wrap me around her little finger, metaphorically speaking. Food at the right times of course and of the best quality. I swear that she ate better than I did most days. She certainly had more choice! After food she would watch me carefully as if demanding play time and out would come the collection of woollen balls and threads tied to a stick which she would chase mercilessly for quite some time. Eventually she would tire of course and then she would jump up onto my lap and sleep for hours. During this time, I would be terrified to move a muscle and I had to fight off various cramps and stiff legs once the cat decided to move off me for whatever reason. Yet I would have it no other way. 
 
    Months passed and I was pleased to see how Aloysius grew. Eventually her body seemed to increase to the same proportion as her head and her tail grew longer. Whilst still lean her claws and teeth grew too and I had to wean her off the habit of biting and scratching at me with a firm “No!” every time that she did it. It took a little bit of discipline (more on my behalf I must say than on the behalf of the cat) but eventually we got to where she would usually keep her claws and her teeth to herself. There were occasional incidents of course but between us we managed to keep them to a minimum. 
 
    Eventually it came to the day when it was time to let Aloysius outside. I had no fine line to denote when I was going to grant her freedom of course but on the day I chose to do this I decided that it was best to proceed as it had snowed overnight and there was a thin scattering of snow all over the ground. It was just a dusting, less than a sixteenth of an inch I would say and so would cause her no issues. I did have it in the back of my mind however the thought that as it was relatively cold outside and the ground was covered in snow that she was far less likely to feel the urge to wander off. It also helped that the patio was surrounded by a high fence that would contain the cat just in case, of course. 
 
    My study downstairs has a small set of French windows which I can open up onto a small patio outside. The area is surrounded by a high fence of six foot or so, a ledge of wood running around it. This is where I place my plants during the summer though currently as it was winter they were empty. There is a large clay pot off to the right which contains a small cherry tree though of course at this time of year it was all branches and potential buds, but this was the only item in the patio at present. In the summer I will drag a chair out there to take the sun but it was empty at this time of year. 
 
    So I opened the door wide and Aloysius wandered over more out of curiosity than anything I should imagine. She sniffed at the open door and looked at the snow in a curious way as if trying to assess its purpose or function. I smiled as she dipped one paw in the snow and then withdrew it, meowing almost to herself in shock. The she licked her lips and strode out onto the snow as if it was not there. Out she went, exploring this new territory without any sign of anything untoward at all. 
 
    It was quite cold out there of course and although I had the fire in the grate lit the room soon got quite chilly. It was not a concern however as Aloysius soon came back indoors and settled back down on the rug in front of the fire almost in the same way as I would imagine a dog would do. She did give me a suspicious glance when I closed the French windows though but that was the end of it. 
 
    Over the next few weeks this turned into a nightly event and as she grew she began to look more at home in her outdoor surroundings. She started looking at the fence with its shelf half way up but she did not pay it much heed, spending all her time on lurking around the cherry tree. At the same time she kept a careful eye on myself to ensure that I did not close the door on her. Not that I ever would of course. 
 
    My sister called just prior to Christmas, laden with presents and the like and she was greatly surprised to see how much Aloysius had grown. It was not as apparent to myself of course for I saw her every day, and whilst I could register that she had grown I was not as aware of it as an outsider would obviously be. 
 
    “Has she been outside yet?” she enquired as we sipped tea in my study. The cat was asleep on the leather couch, eyes firmly shut and she had the look as if she was about to start snoring, the sound of which never failed to amuse me. 
 
    “I let her into the courtyard beyond.” I pointed and she nodded in approval. 
 
    “It won’t be long before she starts bringing birds and mice in.” she smiled. To my surprise I realised that she was right, though I had not given it much thought up to that point. Still, it held few horrors to me, for I was a hunter myself and if truth be told I was relishing the idea for it was a coming of age rite to my mind. I had bagged my first deer at the age of eleven and so the thought held no fears for me. It was just natural behaviour and I knew it would happen eventually whether I gainsaid it or not. As the first few months of the new year passed Aloysius continued to grow. By the look of it she was never going to be a large cat; certainly not as big or as fat faced as a tom cat but she filled out nevertheless. Her claws were now quite long, and her teeth considerably sharper. She was getting ready to hunt. 
 
    On the first relatively mild day of the year Aloysius was playing outside in the courtyard. The sky overhead was grey and threatened rain and a stiff breeze was blowing from the west but it did not seem to put the cat off. She was having great sport with a leaf that had blown over the fence when suddenly she stopped and looked at the fence above her as if she had noticed it for the first time. 
 
    It was as I say a good six foot high but had a wooden shelf on it for plant pots at about four and a half feet. That she could jump the fence itself was of course an impossibility   I stood in the doorway fascinated as she seemed almost to shrink into herself, tensing her back legs before springing high into the air and landing on the shelf itself half way up the fence. I must have gasped as she turned and gave me a look that seemed almost self-congratulatory before hopping up the few remaining feet onto the top of fence. She stood there wobbling on the fence top sniffing at the air and looking all about her as if she were the Queen of the world! 
 
    I stood there unsure as to what to do when all of a sudden overhead there was a loud crack of thunder and heavy drops of rain began to fall. Aloysius looked at the rain in disdain and with a hop jumped down onto the plant pot ledge before leaping down to the ground and then inside the door by where I stood. She rubbed herself against my leg and meowed loudly as if requesting me to turn the rain off as if it was myself who had turned it on in the first place! 
 
    The rain was hammering down now but I was worried. The shelf on this side had obviously assisted in her climb to the top off the fence, but what if she jumped down into the gardens beyond the fence? There was no such fence on the other side and she would be trapped! I have ten acres out there and she may panic and get lost in them. I was not ready for this of course and as we both stood in the doorway watching the rain I realised that I had to act. 
 
    I made to the scullery and fetched a hammer and a crowbar. I strode out into the pouring rain and spent the next fifteen minutes removing the shelves from the fence whilst at the same time getting soaking wet. Eventually all of the ledges were removed and the problem was therefore solved. I reasoned that by the time she was capable of leaping to the top of the fence without aid then she would be able to get back over the fence from the other side, and I made a mental note in my head of the date and expected that in a month’s time this was likely to be a daily occurrence. 
 
    Aloysius watched me from the shelter of the door giving me a look that suggested that I had perhaps lost my mind but she stayed resolutely indoors whilst I worked, obviously avoiding the rain. Returning the tools to the scullery I drew myself a bath and retired for the night. 
 
    The next day was breezy but fair and so after I had fed the cat I retired to my study and as Aloysius meowed about my feet I opened the French windows and went to fetch more tea from the kitchen. Upon my return I was amazed to find the cat balanced on top of the fence! I scowled at the fence panels, checking them quickly to ensure I had not missed removing one of the shelves but I had not. The cat meowed at me as if to register her triumph and despite my misgivings I could not help but laugh. She had out-foxed me already!  
 
    I sat for my tea having moved the chair to where I could see most of the patio beyond and soon enough she jumped down to come and harass me for a nibble of my morning biscuits, which she always got. Having succeeded at this she approached the fence again and leapt through the air, just getting her front paws onto the fence top before pulling herself up. I applauded her achievement and then with almost a human like shrug she jumped down the other side of the fence and was gone. 
 
    I felt bereft but almost physically restrained myself from opening the courtyard door on the far side of the patio to see where she had gone. Minutes passed by during which my tea and biscuits were ignored. Eventually there was a loud thump against the fence - obviously a failed attempt - and then another bang and a twin set of paws locked onto the fence and Aloysius appeared, almost grinning and dragging herself up, then balanced on the top of the fence. She walked along there a few times almost as if revelling in her new found ability before jumping back down on my side and retiring to her basket where she slept for quite some time, even by her standards. 
 
    As the weeks passed by the year began to turn and she became bolder. On several occasions I opened the courtyard door after she had disappeared and watched her off across the fields, stalking butterflies and moths as he went, for late spring was now upon us and the nights were becoming lighter and the French doors were open all day more often than not. I sighed as I realised that her kitten days were behind her and although she was still a feisty character I lamented the loss of her dependability upon me. Surely soon I was sure I would receive my first mouse or bird. 
 
    Yet there was nothing. 
 
    I watched her with a bird atop the fence one day. She was more than capable of leaping to the top of the fence but she seemed loathe to do so. As I watched her it became apparent to my learned eye however that it seemed to be much more the case that she simply did not know what to do next. I chuckled to myself for surely a cat’s ability to hunt was instinctive? I found it strangely ironic I must say to find that such an accomplished hunter as myself had seemingly become the custodian of such a reluctant paw. 
 
    In early summer my sister returned and was astonished both at the cat’s size and also her hunting record. 
 
    “Not even a mouse?” she enquired after I had related to her Aloysius’s progress with regards to hunting so far. 
 
    “No.” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “Not a damned thing.” 
 
    “How odd.” smiled my sister, sipping at her tea, 
 
    “She does seem very good with butterflies, moths and spiders.” I smiled. Hardly had a single spider in the damned house since she arrived. Moths do not last long either.” 
 
    “I can see the advantage of that.” she said. “Perhaps she was a little younger than the person I purchased her from informed me.”  
 
    “Why do you think that has a bearing on anything?” I enquired, puzzled as to what she was referring. 
 
    “Well I am no expert.” she smiled. “Yet I suspect that kittens pick up some hunting skills from their mothers even in a domestic setting. It may very well be the case that Aloysius missed out on her schooling as it were.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” I mused, studying Aloysius who was presently curled up asleep in her basket, snoring contentedly. “Poor mite.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could teach her.” my sister giggled and I smiled. 
 
    “I doubt if she could handle a twelve bore!” I said and we both laughed. 
 
    Yet further observation of the cat’s behaviour seemed to suggest that my sister had pretty much hit the nail on the head. When approaching a bird or possibly even a mouse, Aloysius seemed completely uncertain as to what to do next. She would crouch, stalking; but if she got anywhere near a bird she would rush at it madly and of course once the bird saw her it was up into the air and away, leaving the poor cat with its teeth chattering on the ground, a sound of frustration cats were wont to display. I had discovered this by looking it up in an encyclopaedia in my library. 
 
    So summer set in and I was given to wandering around the grounds. As I have stated I live alone and the upkeep of the house can be a nuisance though it is not beyond my means. The only part of the house that I have left to its own devices is the old barn. I do not keep animals or farm my land and so I see little point in maintaining the building. It stands separate from the house by a good fifty yards and used to hold a large threshing area that is open to the elements, the front end of the barn having been removed.  The building itself is tall, actually taller than the house itself and I would estimate from floor to apex to be a good fifty feet at least. Because of this there are a set of ledges and ladders on the inside that grant access to the roof but I would not trust them with my weight these days as they seem rotten and twisted. The roof itself has sunken somewhat now but is still stable, and a large ladder is attached to the far side should any repairs to the roof be necessary, though I do not see the point these days, though I suspect it remains a much safer route to the roof than the steps inside the barn. It is a useless building as far as I am concerned, empty and swept by the elements. I have seen Aloysius sneak into it many a time and yet she always returns with nothing. If she cannot catch anything in there she really does require schooling! Yet she always seems content and so I wonder sometimes if my regard for her lack of success in hunting is of more my concern rather than hers. 
 
    In the summer months I am plagued with pigeons, particularly around the south side of the house and also the barn for not only do they roost inside it but it seems on most days that the roof of the barn itself is covered with the damned things. Stupid birds they are; little more than flying rats as far as I am concerned and so each year I load up my shotguns and have a cull.  
 
    I believe it is quite normal behaviour by the farmers and land owning classes about here as the damned things are little more than a nuisance with their constant noise and mess filling every roof and gutter. Of course shooting one is no sport at all for they are fairly large and of course they all fly away when the gun goes off but seconds later they are back, giving me a fairly easy time to casually reload. Normally I do this for a few hours over the course of a few days but this year for some reason I decided to start with the barn, for it seemed they were concentrating their efforts on that particular part of the building. 
 
    So I took the shotgun from the gun case and picked up a box of shells and filled my pockets with them. I made to lock Aloysius indoors for surely the gun would frighten her, but she was nowhere to be seen. I assumed she was off prowling about the house and so I locked her in and made my way around to the barn. 
 
    True to form, there were at least three dozen of the pigeons on the barn roof making a hell of a row and so I quickly loaded up and set to work. It was easy pickings. The stupid creatures could not even recognise that they were in danger and once I had downed one and the noise of the shot faded away they quickly returned ready for me to have another pot at them. Towards the end of my days shooting I noticed Aloysius sitting on the fence that bordered my patio, watching me intently. She had obviously not been in the house when I had locked up but she kept her distance no doubt concerned about the sound of the gun. She was probably equally intrigued by the amount of dead birds lying on the ground around the barn. 
 
    I was getting tired now as I am not as young as I used to be, and it was nearly time for my mid afternoon nap. My final shot therefore was just a little off the mark and although I winged my target the pigeon I had hit flew across the slate roof but was not sufficiently wounded to either have the grace to die or fall off the roof at all. It just lay there fluttering wildly making a hell of a racket. Sighing to myself I reloaded and took aim. I was reluctant to waste shot on one of the vermin but I was not going to put up with listening to it squawking all damned night! 
 
    It was then that I saw out of the corner of my eye Aloysius racing past me and entering the barn. I lowered the gun and broke it so as to render it harmless. I was curious as to what she was up to as she had completely ignored the birds lying dead around the barn as she went. I stood there for a minute or so waiting for her to re-appear but of her there was no sign. Minutes passed and I considered going into the barn to see what she was up to. The half-cocked gun was still in my hand and the wounded pigeon was still on the roof squawking away like a mad thing. It was as I turned my attention to the bird that I saw another small shape emerging from where I knew the steps inside opened onto the roof itself.  
 
    It was Aloysius! Slowly the cat edged along the apex of the roof, approaching the wounded bird until she sat no more than ten feet away from where the bloody thing lay, twittering madly but apparently unable to move as the cat bore down on it. 
 
    “Go on girl!” I shouted, though my heart was in my mouth to see her up on the roof, but my misgivings were equally tempered by the sight of her preparing for the kill as she neared the pigeon.  
 
    And stopped. 
 
    “Come on Aloysius!” I shouted, my heart racing with the sight of her balancing up there but at the same time elated that she seemed to be joining in the hunt. But why had she stopped? As I stood there watching her she just sat there looking at the bird as if unsure as to what to do. I shouted at her again and I swear she turned to face me and meowed loudly as if asking for help. For God’s sake!  
 
    Without pausing to reflect upon what I was doing I threw the gun to the ground and raced towards the barn. The steps inside that led to the roof were definitely in poor repair but the ladder outside seemed sturdy enough and reaching it I began to climb. Half way up I was out of breath and had to pause for a few seconds, clinging to the rungs before I continued upwards. 
 
    Eventually I reached the top and hauled myself over what remained of the gutter. There was a small runged roof ladder leading up to the apex of the roof but the condition of it seemed poor, and as I scrambled up several tiles fell away crashing down to the hard stone floor of the disused barn some fifty or so feet below. Through the gaps that remained I could see the rafters and structure of the roof was in an appalling state, though this should not have surprised me for it had been at least twenty years at least since I had allowed any work to be done on the barn at all, preferring instead to let it fall into disrepair. It had never been a concern before. 
 
    Still somehow I scrambled up to the apex of the roof and stood upright, balancing myself carefully with both hands outstretched. About thirty feet away sat Aloysius watching me with curiosity. As I looked at her she meowed loudly and turned to face the wounded pigeon that was still fluttering away madly about ten feet the other side of her. 
 
    “Go and get it Aloysius!” I shouted rather nervously as I now began to realise just how high up I actually was. “Get the bird! There’s a good cat!” but she just turned to me again and meowed loudly before turning to face the bird again. “Oh for God’s sake!” I shouted and to my shame I saw Aloysius cringe slightly. I changed my tone instantly. “Never mind Aloysius.” I said, my voice now smooth and emotionless. “Let me show you how.” I said, and began edging along the apex of the roof moving slowly as I did so.  The cat remained motionless as I drew near until I was only about three feet from me. The roof was creaking ominously now and several tiles went skittering over the sides of the rafters before crashing down inside the barn and shattering on the solid stone floor far below.  
 
    The cat was in my way of course and I was loathe to leave the safety of the beam across the top of the roof on which I stood and so I stepped over her and she did not budge an inch as I did so. Further forward I went towards the fluttering bird which despite its imminent demise seemed to be watching me very carefully. Behind me Aloysius meowed again and I took a few faltering steps forward and swooped on the bird and with one deft motion wrung its neck before it even had the time to realise I had hold of it. My sudden movement was not my wisest decision however as the roof below my feet gave an ominous cracking sound and I am sure the beam moved downwards a few inches. It was time to get down! 
 
    I held the dead bird out to Aloysius but she just looked at me as if completely disinterested and then gave a loud meow which sounded more like a plea to be left alone than the salute for a successful hunt that I had expected! So I threw the bird away and the cat never even watched it disappear over the side of the roof; instead she just sat there staring at me some six feet away, licking her lips. 
 
    I began to move towards her but stopped suddenly, hairs rising on my neck as the roof suddenly gave a loud groaning noise and the beam beneath my feet at the apex of the roof cracked loudly and dropped at least six inches. Tiles shattered all around me, some sliding off the roof and disappearing over the edge, shattering loudly on the ground seconds later, others just fell onto the stone floor below. 
 
    I expected the cat to flee but she just sat looking at me almost sadly. There was another creak below my feet and the entire roof cracked loudly. At the far end of the apex where I had originally climbed up the entire roof splintered and fell down into the barn below. There was a loud crash and dust filled the air. Still the cat did not move. I somehow got the distinct impression that she did not want to leave me. 
 
    “Don’t worry Aloysius.” I whispered, looking at her as dust rose around us and the roof groaned once more. “Hunting is a fine art. You will get there in the end.” As I said this the cat looked up at me and I froze, for I had seen the look that she was giving me before, though I had not seen it for more than half a century. 
 
    It was the cricket look. 
 
    There was a loud crash from the roof as it finally gave way beneath my feet and down I fell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Interlude Six 
 
    ~ In which rifles are mentioned ~ 
 
      
 
    Apollyon laughed heartily as Evans took his seat once more. He was without doubt a proud man and knew better than to be impertinent to his superiors, yet he could not hide from his face the look of disgust he felt at the Earl’s laughter. Judging by Apollyon’s reaction to his story however, the Earl had enjoyed his tale greatly, for he seemed to be quite unable to move or indeed to speak. The rest of the table sat in an embarrassed silence however as his Lordship attempted to gain control of himself. 
 
    “You attempted to train a cat how to hunt?” he gasped eventually, and when Evans just nodded in agreement the Earl dissolved into laughter once again. “Preposterous!” he managed eventually. “Such stubbornness!”  Then a black look crossed his features as if something had occurred to him. A distant memory perhaps, or mayhap a decision of some sort. He continued speaking. “Yet it is not enough to bring you to this table.” To the great surprise of all gathered there apart from the unmoving Gabriel Moon, Apollyon slammed the table hard with his fist, causing several of our brandy glasses to tremble with the ferocity of his hand hitting the table. Yet on he continued as if searching Evans for something that he could not quite see. “There must be something else I fear for this will not suffice to allow you admittance into my club, nor an invite to the same!” 
 
    This certainly made us all prick our ears up, for it would appear that Mister Evans was in jeopardy! We all paid careful attention to The Earl now as he wiped the tears from his eyes, still seated by the roaring fire, showing not even the slightest element of discomfort at all.  
 
    “Yet I have an invite like all others here.” Sighed Evans. 
 
    “Indeed.” Agreed the Earl. “Tell me Mister Dickinson Evans, you say you were a soldier?” 
 
    “I was indeed, sir.” Said Evans carefully, “Proud of it too I am.” 
 
    “Ever killed a man?” asked the Earl, watching Evans very closely now, Apollyon’s eyes glinting in the firelight, seeming at that point to me to be almost reptilian in the way that they lazily gazed at the man who had tried to train a cat to hunt. 
 
    “Often.” Said the ex-soldier finally. “And what is more I enjoyed it. No greater feeling than when bayonets are mounted I should say.” He sniffed haughtily as he said this. 
 
    “You enjoyed it?” asked the Earl, raising his chin as if sniffing at the ex-soldier. 
 
    “I did.” Said Evans in almost a whisper. “No feeling quite like it I should say, sir. Queen and Country.” Much to my consternation Apollyon seemed almost to be relieved at Evans’s confession. 
 
    “Well that will be it then.” He said finally, a broad grin forming on his face again, and with that it seemed that the confrontation was instantly forgotten much to the bemusement of most of the gentlemen sat around that table. The conversation continued to be batted about the remaining gentlemen at the table but I had lost interest now that Evans’s place in the club seemed to have been assured once more and the questioning by Apollyon seemingly over. 
 
    Instead I returned to mulling over the last things that Moon had said to me. Infuriatingly the damnable manservant just sat there staring into space again now, ignoring everyone else completely as much as they ignored him, and ignoring me in particular. For the moment, anyway. I had the definite feeling that more was yet to come. 
 
    I found myself reflecting upon his questions, and the impertinence with which he asked them. Was it indeed true that I had eradicated love from my life completely? I thought that it was not the case, just like everything else in life there was a time and a place. Yet I had begun to realise that children did not understand that. For them love was unconditional, and it could be argued (or indeed proven) that I was guilty of not giving them this in their life. The very thought that I had done this to them filled me with despair, and when I imagined the effect that this withdrawal, this coldness that I had wrapped myself up in had on my Emily too then I felt as if I were about to dissolve into grief at the damage I had done to both my wife and my family. I looked at the men about this table, and the men who had entered the club before me. Was the loss of love in your life worth this?  
 
    The thought that they were not my equals flashed into my head but I ignored it for it seemed to be a habit that I was indulging in more than perhaps I should of late. I began to conclude that my constant search for advancement had alienated me from the very ones who loved me the most. Was this the case? Just as a miser always wants more and more money to feed his greed, then was I the opposite, driving people away from me so I could appear chameleon like as I rose through the echelons of society. Was it true that I withheld love from all those around me who deserved it the most – my family, my friends – even my children? Dear God I hoped not, for I did then I was a monster. And yet. And yet some of me forced my reasoning to concede that this was indeed true. I was a monster. Was it too late for redemption for me? 
 
    I dwelt also upon the fact that I made little reference to my job in my daily life, preferring instead to hide behind the skirts of the fact that I worked for the civil service, thus creating the absurd notion that my work was far more important than it actually was. 
 
    “Little more than a glorified clerk!”  Spat Moon from across the table, staring at me once again I saw, though with this single sentence he turned away from me once again, staring into space as he did before. As before nobody else at the table batted an eyelid at his retort, failing to hear it altogether. I did notice the Earl raise an eyebrow however, though his face showed confusion more than anything. 
 
    I made to retort that this was simply not true, but I paused. Was it? My previous train of thought seemed to indicate that this was indeed true, and I hid my head in my hands as I heard the double doors fly open again. I looked up just in time to see Evans disappear through them, clapped on the back by the Earl and the somewhat subdued applause of the ever dwindling remaining gentlemen in the room. The doors swung shut again and Apollyon asked for ticket number seven. 
 
    “My turn.” Said Cornelius Radley, the engineer who was now my nearest neighbour sat to my right. Unsurprisingly, for he was an engineer after all he announced his story was called, “The King of the Cogs”. As he took a swig of his brandy before starting and making to stand I reflected upon the red light that shone inside the dark room, and my supposition that this time the light seemed a little brighter, though still of a deep red in colour.  Also there was the fact that this time it had seemed to almost flicker, which was most unlike that of light from a lamp. 
 
    In my mind the red light no longer resembled the light cast from a lamp somewhere inside the room. No, this time to me the red light looked like flames. 
 
    “I begin my tale as I end it; in a hospital ward.” Said Cornelius Radley nearby, and I forced myself to listen. 
 
   


  
 


 
    The King of the Cogs 
 
      
 
    I lie in a hospital bed covered in bandages though I cannot be sure for I cannot move. The pain is terrible yet I cannot speak though a nurse happens past me from time to time and drips water into my mouth. I can hear them talk to each other though they do not seem to realise that I can hear them. I remember reading once that hearing is the last sense that you lose when dying, and I fear that soon my hearing will be gone too. How this happened is an odd tale, though it is known to the newspapers and in Parliament, for I was an engineering apprentice by the name of Cornelius Radley, apprenticed to old Finch, or as he is known by the idle and children now (according to the nurses who tend me anyway) as “Black Finch” which in itself is also part of the tale.  
 
    Let us begin for I have little time. 
 
    There can be little doubt that old Finch was the King of the Cogs. As an engineer he was of course an irascible and not by any means approachable man, but put in front of him any device in which mechanics were involved and his touch would appear to the uninitiated to be almost like some form of magic. His deft touch with any kind of machinery was without a doubt uncanny. He would merely glance at a piece of machinery or a blueprint and instinctively know how it worked, and moreover if it could be improved. 
 
    “Levers and pulleys” he would say. “When I was a lad it were rope and wood. Now it’s hard metal; iron and steam. Much more efficient.” We would be inclined to agree with him in the machine shop of Allsop and Bright, the assembly line being something new, powerful; almost revolutionary. She was a harsh mistress of course, as the children slogging all hours there would attest, but the work got done and that was the main thing. 
 
    There was a tale told of his expertise in his younger days that proved not just how good an engineer he was but also the reverence in which his expertise was held. It does not mention much of his sense of humour however.  
 
    It was said that a large firm up north had an issue with a steam hammer in that its efficiency was not what it should be, and so they called on old Finch who even back then was always referred to as “old”. He turned up and insisted the machine be turned on. He stood watching it for several hours during which he would brook no interruptions. After some time, the factory inspectors saw him move to the machine and make a small mark on one of the boiler plates with a piece of chalk that he produced from his pocket. 
 
    “Replace the larger cog directly behind there and efficiency of the engine will improve by at least fifty percent.” he said and left. A week later the factory owner had the cog replaced and as old Finch had said the performance of the machine was vastly improved. Shortly after the same factory owner received a bill for one thousand guineas and a penny. The factory owner was livid and requested that Finch send him a detailed invoice which arrived shortly after.  
 
    The invoice read thus: 
 
    For making the chalk mark... one penny 
 
    For knowing where to make the chalk mark... 1000 guineas. 
 
    The bill was promptly settled. 
 
    Bafflers and angle irons, cogs and steam hammers planers and shapers were his meat and drink, steam and iron and coal his obsession. If you were to hand when he looked at a malfunctioning machine the first thing you would notice was how he was able to lose all sense of time and place, his concentration given solely to the function of the device. If called on to diagnose a misfiring piece of equipment he would stare at it for long minutes as it hissed and crunched, the spinning cogs and parts taking over his attention to the extent that sometimes it was quite possible to believe that he had stopped breathing altogether.  
 
    Then he would suddenly snap to attention and hold his hand up to insist the machine be stopped, and as it slowed he would begin his work, murmuring under his breath that cog seventeen needed realigning, or a tappet needed replacing or the like. Many would wonder how he knew where the fault lay, and many more wished him to be wrong, but he never was. The work would be done and he would stand back, gathering up his tools and raising his hand for the machine to be started up again. When it did it was like new; the problem solved.  
 
    The management invariably considered him to be more than just a useful asset and there was always talk of promotion, which of course he always resisted as it would take him away from his beloved machinery and drive him into the much duller and to him completely uninteresting desk job with the inevitable report filling and pen work.  
 
    This to some degree made the management more than just a little nervous. They knew that Finch was approaching retirement: his white shock of unruly hair and woefully thin frame attested to advanced years, though his eyes remained as blue and intelligent as they always were. Mister Nasmyth however, the owner of the factory knew perfectly well that there were no other engineers on the premises or possibly in the country that had the instinctive feel for machinery that Finch had. So they were keen for him to take on an apprentice or apprentices, which Finch being Finch he resisted voraciously.  
 
    There had been a history of failed apprentices behind him of course, the longest serving of which had been just under a month for Finch had no time for them or their constant questions at all. He was also not terribly good at explanations. Eventually old mister Nasmyth dragged him into the office on one of his infrequent visits and told him that he was going to put him in charge of a new apprentice training initiative as he called it, though as far as Finch was concerned it was a school when all was said and done. There was always the smell of oil and coal tempered with the hissing of steam and the oiled hiss of pistons moving up and down, cogs spinning and iron being beaten and pressed into shape. 
 
    “Made me an offer I could not refuse.” Finch would say to anyone who would care to listen, and even those who would care not to. It was an about face though for now he was forced to teach them if nothing else the basics of engineering and his precious cogs, pullets and what have you. It must have been terrible for the poor apprentices, for the turnover of young men on his books was extremely high. Sometimes they only lasted days, never mind weeks, for he was a harsh master. He continually carried a clipboard around with him on which was strapped sheaves of paper on which he would scribble furiously with his thick blue cased fountain pen as he inspected each apprentice's work. Yet he shielded what he was writing from any who would even attempt a cursory glance at what he had written, and nobody ever saw anything he had inscribed there.  
 
    In fact over time Finch’s clipboard and blue fountain pen became almost as legendary as his ability with cogs and machines was. His apprentices made many increasingly absurd attempts to see what he had written on his clipboard as he wandered about their stations from day to day; some involving mirrors and so forth but to no success. The contents of the clipboard remained a mystery not just to the apprentices but to everybody except Finch for he was never seen without it and many a joke was passed around the workforce about the fact that he probably slept with the damnable thing, and assuredly took it with him into the privy too! Inevitably there were also several somewhat lewder jokes regarding the fountain pen as well, but I shall not recount them here. 
 
    It was probably during the last three years before he retired that Finch began to become the ill-tempered, highly critical and downright rude person that he is remembered for to this day. That and the other thing of course, and perhaps one thing leads to another, but there was absolutely no doubt about the fact that during the last three years of his employment in Nasmyth’s Finch became a monster. Profanity after profanity he would bring down to bear on any apprentice or indeed employee that displeased him, and even the most hardened factory worker would be hard pressed to maintain a steely demeanour once the tirade of abuse was directed towards him or her, adult or child alike. 
 
    “Useless!” was a favourite expression of his. “Incompetent!” being another, and they are very much the sanitised version of what he actually said, the recipient of his disdain being subjected to the burden of such vitriol that was currently being directed towards him. His language would make a church goer blush of course, and there were many complaints but Finch was, as he knew, completely untouchable. He just carried on as before if any complaints were made against him, safe in the knowledge that they would certainly not go any further. 
 
    In fact his apparent descent into disdain for everything to do with his place of work began to take on epic proportions. Nothing was good enough for him, management were incompetent, the apprentices were buffoons and everyone else in between not even worthy of his attention. Yet nothing was said for despite his attitude, Finch’s apprentices began to grow in knowledge, and despite his frequent and vehement repudiation of his underling’s abilities, they did seem to the management if not anyone else (and certainly not Finch) to begin to display positive signs of competence that bordered on mechanical craftsmanship and competence. 
 
    Though as I said, Finch would not agree and as his inevitable retirement began to approach his temper seemed to become shorter too. I even think that the management began to look forward to his departure now that there were half a dozen or so apprentices who were very quickly becoming more competent by the day, though this was of course as I said not Finch’s opinion.  
 
    Time flew until on the last day of September 1858 Finch’s retirement day finally came. I seem to remember it was a Thursday which seemed like a strange choice of day of the week to retire upon but it had been explained by Finch that on the Friday after the day of his official retirement he was to take a liner to visit his brother in the Americas, which many of us who worked in the factory considered strange as he had never mentioned any such family before. Yet he was not an easily approachable man, not given to much jibber jabber and so it passed over our heads that it was entirely feasible that he would not mention family or indeed anything else of a personal matter to us at all. 
 
    Much excitement filled the factory that day for it was announced to the workforce that there would be a presentation given to old Finch at three o’clock and that any who wished to attend could be free to do so as long as they made up their time away from their work at the end of the day. Despite Finch being by this point very much a character who hardly promoted any feelings of joy or comradeship it was predicted by the workforce in general that there would be a high turnout for the retirement presentation as a rumour had flown about the factory floor that old Finch was finally to reveal the contents of his clipboard, which had over the years now reached legendary status and was therefore of great puzzlement and interest to all who worked in Allsop and Bright’s. It was said that even mister Nasmyth himself did not know what was written on the clipboard and if the owner himself did not know anything at all about the clipboard’s contents then what chance did they have as mere underling for its secrets to be revealed? It was of the general opinion that at the end of the day the retirement speech would be the time that the secret of what the clipboard contained would finally be revealed.  
 
    Many thought that perhaps it was going to be mundane scribbling he made there which would be of no benefit or use to anyone other than a fellow engineer, and although this was invariably the case it was of great interest to all concerned that even this unremarkable fact was about to be revealed. 
 
    Three O’clock came and we filed onto the engineering workshop floor for the speeches. Old Finch stood looking straight ahead, his gaze never wavering as he was praised by the management to the rafter and back and was finally graced with a memento of a cog cast in gold which Finch sniffed at before placing it into his overall pocket by where he stood. After this Finch made a somewhat dry and humourless speech that concentrated mostly on the unacceptable decline of quality in engineering in general and Allsop and Bright’s in particular. Mister Nasmyth stood wincing beside him as Finch tore into almost everyone he came into daily contact with and his final words were very much of the nature of “goodbye and good riddance.” Deciding almost certainly that the feeling was entirely mutual, Mister Nasmyth began to shuffle old Finch off the perch where he stood and into retirement and obscurity, though strangely Finch did not seem to be ready to leave just yet. 
 
    Until someone settled the matter by calling out from the crowd. 
 
    “What about the clipboard then, Finch?” came the shout which was rapidly taken up around the shop floor, voices crying out for the clipboard’s secrets to finally be revealed. It was almost at that point that it became apparent that Finch did not actually have either the clipboard with its attached sheaves of paper or blue fountain pen with him! It was a first and that was for sure! 
 
    As the cries increased in volume Finch raised a hand for silence which settled about the multitude gathered there, their expectations rising. 
 
    “Ah the clipboard.” smiled Finch with what I must say was a slight air of malevolence in his voice. There could be little doubt that he was fully aware of the enigma this simple piece of stationery had become given that he seemed to spend most of his time concealing both it and the accompanying blue fountain pen. 
 
    “I have prepared a little puzzle for those who consider my clipboard to be of some strange fascination.” Smiling he stepped to one side and pulled what appeared to be a small wooden box from under a bench to his side. It stood on the floor and looked like a small crate covered in what appeared to be etched plates of brass and cogs, lettering scrawled and etched into the soft metal. There was a small lever on the top to which was attached what looked like a little brass bell. “If my apprentices are as competent as the management consider them to be then you will soon find my clipboard and fountain pen inside.” He gave a broad wink which was more unnerving than reassuring. “Every single note I have ever written on my clipboard is in there.” He gave one last smile. “Feel free to peruse them at your leisure.” He paused as if done and then held one finger up for attention. “It must be opened by the application of engineering of course. Try to force the lid or break the box in any other way and there is a small container of acid inside the box which if disturbed will dissolve the contents long before anyone can get their hands on them!” He smiled once again and then he stepped down and making his way through the crowds left the factory at a brisk pace, pushing ill-naturedly through the thronged mass of now boisterous workers as he went as if in a hurry. Obviously he had to make swift departure to board the liner that would take him to the America’s. 
 
    Not a single person that was gathered there then has ever seen him again. 
 
    There was a mad scramble to look at the box but management urged us back to work and the box was transported to a workbench in the engineering and maintenance department for the apprentices to have a look at it.  
 
    In their own time, obviously. 
 
    I examined the box carefully, as did the other apprentice engineers. If I were to tell the truth it soon became obvious that Finch had set a test that was clearly beyond our capabilities to open. Quite simply the arrangement of gears and cogs made no sense at all. The handle at the top of the box when moved merely rang the brass bell, presumably as if indicating a wrong move had been made. Half a dozen of us apprentices stood around the box scratching our heads and making suggestions, none of which seemed to work. The cogs would turn of course and the levers and gears could be switched but the box stubbornly refused to open or indeed to do anything at all. 
 
    A week passed. Very quickly the majority of the workforce lost interest in it of course, though to us apprentice engineers it grew in fascination if anything.  Several of us would arrive at work perhaps a little earlier than usual with scribbling made on an old scrap of paper and set to turning the cogs on the box and finally pulling the lever, at which point inevitably the brass bell would ring to indicate that a wrong move had been made, and so the sequence would need to be restarted right from the beginning once again. There were many dinner breaks spent poring over the box as well, and more than a few evenings spent spinning cogs and pulling levers with the usual effect of just one single brass bell ringing. Mister Nasmyth even showed his face around the door one evening as we stood there as flummoxed as usual.  
 
    “Any luck?” he asked as we stood removing our caps and shaking our heads. 
 
    “Fine engineers we seem to have these days.” he snorted in derision and in our embarrassment we all silently agreed that we simply had to crack the puzzle of how to open the damned thing. To be frank we would have had at the damnable thing with a ruddy hammer by that point if old Finch hadn’t warned us off shaking, rattling or striking the device in any way. 
 
    Several weeks passed. Still we kept up our efforts but nothing worked. We were on our lunch eating by our benches whilst a few of the other apprentices pored over the box when we suddenly heard the brass bell ring once again.  
 
    Only this time it rang twice in rapid succession. 
 
    We raced into the room enquiring what they had done to make it do this. They stood and showed us the sequence of cog turning and gear pulling they had followed and as they completed the sequence the bell rang twice again. 
 
    “It’s a start!” I yelled. “There must be another sequence after this!” 
 
    “Or several.” said one of my colleagues glumly by my side. 
 
    Sadly he was right. 
 
    It took a lot of gear turning and so on until a few nights later the bell suddenly rang three times in quick succession. There were more than a few beers supped down at the pub that night, but still the box remained firmly closed. So on we continued.  
 
    It took another month to complete the next sequence complete with four rings of the bell and six weeks after that before the bell rang five times. 
 
    The next time however when the bell rang six times a small clasp snapped open on the side of the box from a recess none of us had ever seen or noticed before. Yet that was all. It was just an open clasp. 
 
    On we went. 
 
    This time it was only a few days before the seventh bell rang and another clasp fell open. Yet still the box would not open. Obviously there were other hidden locks or clasps holding it shut. It looked like this was to be a long process but we carried on, our appetites whetted by our success so far even though inevitably the testing of sequences involving the cogs and gears was a long and laborious process. It was on the Friday that the eighth bell rang and a tray slid open from the box, upon which sat a small piece of paper. Almost reverentially I plucked the paper from the tray. It was of good quality I could see and folded neatly in four. I opened it as all of the apprentices gathered around me. The writing was neat and in fine ink and read, 
 
    “To open the box press the brass bell down firmly once.” It was followed by a strange signature that we had never seen before that looked as if it might contain the name “Finch” in there somewhere. 
 
    “Get Nasmyth!” I shouted, ensuring nobody touched the bell atop the box until he arrived, which he did do soon after, red faced and out of breath. We all gathered around and watched intently as I leaned forward and pressed the bell down. Now it freely moved, sliding down into the box until it was flush with the surface. There was a small clunk and a small piece of what looked like string suddenly appeared in a small recess that had slid open. 
 
    “String?” asked Nasmyth. “What’s all that about then?” Eager to finally see the box open we fell into a reverential silence awaiting whatever was going to happen next, which was when we heard the fizzing sound. Nasmyth leaned down and looked into the recess inside which the string seemed to be getting shorter. 
 
    “That’s not a piece of string.” gasped one of the apprentices as he stooped down to look at it. His voice had a decided wobble as he continued and the fizzing sound suddenly stopped.  “It’s a fuse...” he finished and I had but time to gulp as the world seemed to erupt about me, and all I saw was smoke and flame and death… 
 
    *** 
 
    So here I lie in my hospital bed. They think I cannot hear them these nurses who tend to my burns, though I can even if I cannot speak. According to them my chances are non-existent but I do not listen for this. I listen so I can hear what happened when the box exploded. The first thing I learned was regarding the destruction of Allsop and Bright’s which apparently was total. It simply did not exist as a building any more. Nearly two hundred and seventy five souls dead. The police cannot work out what explosive Finch used but it was powerful, that was for sure. I heard the nurses speculate that the only reason I was not dead like most of the rest of them was a sheet of metal from the roof fell on me, shielding me in some way. Yet soon I will be number two hundred and seventy six. They say it is inevitable as I am too badly burned. 
 
    More darkness. This time voices nearby. They say in whispers that Finch cannot be found even though he is looked for. A person of that name fails to appear on any of the liner passenger logs. Even the newspaper journalists cannot find a trace of him; all are at a complete loss. 
 
    Time slips again. Nurses again. I feel weaker today as if I cannot tell the difference between light and dark, and the pain is terrible to bear. Not much longer I think. More voices. 
 
    “They found the pieces of paper from the clipboard they say.” I hear and I give all my strength to hear of what they talk. “They say he designed it to cast the papers inside the box into the air like confetti.” 
 
    “Twisted he is if you ask me.” I hear the other voice.  
 
    “What was on the damned paper?”  I try to shout but no sound comes out of my mouth.  
 
    My efforts are draining me. The dark rises from all around and I feel myself slipping away; floating and as I do so the last voice I ever hear comes to me like a knife through my heart. 
 
    “The paper was blank of course.” the nurse says. “Police say it has never been written on at all.” 
 
    “Sick.” repeats the other nurse as she comes nearer, noticing my discomfort. I think she may have touched me but I cannot be sure. “Not long now, love. It will soon stop hurting.”  
 
    “They found the pen too.” the other voice, and as she continues the dark leaps at me as I realise just how sick old Finch really was and how he has done for me and nearly three hundred others too. 
 
    “The police are quite certain. The blue fountain pen had never been written with at all.” she says. “Never even had ink in it. Not ever.” 
 
    With what may be a wail I find my head spinning and the darkness takes me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Interlude Seven 
 
    ~ In which the lack of humour of the common engineer is greatly lamented ~ 
 
      
 
    “It would appear that Old Mister Finch did not have much of a sense of humour, my friend” said Byron Rothering from towards the top of the table. 
 
    “A fair assessment.” Said Cornelius Radley, taking his seat once again now that his tale was done.  
 
    “It would appear to be a common fault amongst those who call themselves engineers.” Continued Rothering sagely, “For their minds are set more upon functionality, precision and the blue-prints of mechanical operation.” 
 
    “Precisely.” Said Radley. “Though I do not see this as a flaw, though perhaps you do?” asked the engineer, staring at the gentleman across the table to his right. 
 
    “Merely an observation.” Smiled Rothering, raising a glass to the engineer which he gratefully returned.  
 
    “Mayhap a sense of humour is vastly over-rated in an engineer’s line of work?” queried Jeptha Farrager on Rothering’s left and again the engineer nodded. 
 
    “I query whether such single minded behaviour is to be admired or not?” I queried and noted a look of consternation on the engineer’s face. 
 
    “A fine one to talk.” Smiled the Earl, joining the conversation at last. “Lamentable is not that you Mister Ewan criticise another for showing a solemn face to the world whilst you seem to carefully keep yourself to yourself in all matters, is it not?” 
 
    “Not at all.” I replied, surprised that once again I seemed to be the target for the Earl’s barbs. “I think you will find I possess a fine sense of humour. My work requires it, if nothing else.” Apollyon smiled at this. 
 
    “Shuffling pencils for a living almost certainly requires a lack of brevity I imagine.” He smiled, and anger filled me as he sat looking to see if I had taken the bait. 
 
    “I think you will find that a man of my station does not get where he finds himself in the world by shuffling pencils.” I hissed, trying to avoid Apollyon’s snares but failing to do so altogether. 
 
    “What of your father’s inheritance?” enquired the Earl, an impudent look upon his face.  
 
    “What of it?” I snarled as Apollyon stood and headed towards me. 
 
    “Surely that had more to do with your advancement than the sheer delight of your personality.” He smiled. “I feel your inheritance paved your way somewhat.” 
 
    He paused as he approached me, as if remembering something. “Oh. The house too. That was also part of your benefit from your late father’s will I imagine. It must be very profitable to be an only child I think, Ewan.” The infuriating look on his face filled me with rage in an instant. 
 
    “That is none of your business, Apollyon!” I shouted, and the three remaining men at the table sat open mouthed at my outburst. Personally I felt that I was blotting my copybook with the Earl so to speak, but I no longer cared. My mind was in doubt now about my entrance to the club altogether, and this impudent fellow in particular! 
 
    “My work or inheritance is not for you to comment on. I am well regarded in my place of employment and in society in general. Anything beyond this is no concern of yours” The Earl just continued grinning at me, as if he was enjoying my discomfort, and his revelations of my past, for revelations they were. I kept knowledge of the money and property bequeathed to me a close secret, for if I was forced to admit it, which I never normally would of course, it explained completely where I now stood in society, a fact that never failed to urge me on, up and up the ladder so to speak, to make some progress that was of my own creation rather than gifted to me by now deceased parents. 
 
    “Well regarded in your place of employment?” hissed Apollyon as he moved forward again and kneeling down put his face close to mine. “They think you are a fool, Jacob Ewan.” He spat as I looked in his eyes and now his face had drained of any sign of humour. Now he looked deadly; threatening. “They snigger like children behind your back.” He whispered to me. “Ledger Ewan they call you.”  
 
    “They most certainly do not!” I spat back at him, his eyes now transfixed on mine. 
 
    “Tick tick tick Jacob.” He said, no smile upon his face. “Tick your ledger and think of a life in which you have attained something by your own merit rather than being granted it by your sweet dead daddy.” 
 
    I have to say here and now that I am not a man for violence. I never have been and I hope I never will be, for I consider it beneath me. Yet my mind was in turmoil already, what with the words Moon had spoken to me and my realisation that I have excluded love from my life, and there was something else too; something about the stories. 
 
    Yet I could reasonably take no more. I had heard the name “Ledger Ewan” whispered behind my back whilst at work before of course, but I had chosen to ignore it, considering those who whispered it to be unworthy of my attention. Yet I had also when younger whilst boarding been taught by my father to take no nonsense when the bullies and name callers came to taunt me.  
 
    It was without doubt a long time ago but it is a lesson never forgotten, for if you do then the bullies will always return, and once they find you weak then it would take extreme measures to break their circle of intimidation. No, “swift and decisive action” my father had said, and although I had never had great need of his advice, I cherished it now. 
 
    I shot from my chair like a bullet from a gun, and grabbing Apollyon by the throat threw him onto the table. The Earl shouted out in protest as my fist struck him the first time, though when I hit him again his expression was one of curiosity rather than outrage or indeed, pain. I threw myself upon him as the three other gentlemen pushed themselves away from the table, calling out in outrage as I dragged the Earl’s face close to mine. I saw also that Gabriel Moon had turned to face me once again, although this time he was smiling. No words passed his lips however. 
 
    “Enough Apollyon.” I spat at the Earl. “I may have placed my entrance to your club in jeopardy now by my actions but I will not be taunted. Not by you or any other man.” To my surprise, the Earl simply smiled but his eyes held me once again. In them I was surprised not to find fear; nothing at all. In fact, as I looked at him I saw something in him that was old; so very old and yet very far away as well. It seemed to me then that I could never place fear into this man’s heart, for he had no concept of it at all other than in an abstract manner. Yet I did see something in his eyes that to him was the precise antithesis of fear, yet to him it was an anathema, for I realised then that when he looked into my eyes he saw doubt, and it appalled him. 
 
    I released him and took my seat once more as Farrager and Rothering fussed about the Earl, straightening his shirt and fussing over him; assisting him down from the table where I had thrown him. As they fawned over Apollyon I saw that the engineer still sat in his seat however, over-looking the proceedings that had occurred with disinterest. Moon had also turned his face away from me once more. The Earl waved the two men away and stood at the side of the table, patting himself down. To my surprise he ignored my assault altogether. 
 
    “Come, Mister Radley.” He finally smiled as the two doors behind him swung open once again. “It is time for you to enter my club!” Cornelius Radley stood, a grin upon his face and passed behind me to reach the Earl on the far side of the table from him. As he passed me I noticed a distinct smell of two things; blood and oil. I reached for my handkerchief as Apollyon shuffled through the doors and as they closed again I saw the red light within increase, even stronger this time. There was no doubt in my mind this time that what I saw inside that room were definitely flames. As I replaced my handkerchief to my pocket Apollyon took his seat once more. Now there were seven empty chairs, and the two last remaining men sat at the head of the table, to the Earl’s right, Moon unnoticed to Apollyon’s immediate left. Then there was just myself, alone and isolated at the foot of the table. As the three men sat there regarding me I felt as if I were in an interview of some sort, or in some form of negotiation or appraisal.  
 
    “Who is next?” said Apollyon, and Byron Rothering stood, placing his ticket on the table. It was at this point that I realised that if both of the remaining men were accepted into the club then when it was time to tell my story then it would be just Apollyon and I, and Gabriel Moon of course, but it would appear that only I was able to see him! 
 
    The thought that it was just to be the Earl and I filled me with despair, for I had just attempted to throttle the man, but by now the revelations that Moon had forced me to consider were coming home to roost, and I was not even sure if I wanted to join the club any more anyway. There were also the stories, and they were about to continue. 
 
    “I call it, “Farewell My love””, said Rothering, “And it is mostly concerning my damned wife…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Farewell My Love 
 
      
 
    "Farewell My love!" said the ghost hovering over the end of my bed, floating like a nimbus cloud, glowing white. Through her shadowy form I could see the window behind her as she wailed and moaned one more time. 
 
     "Farewell My love." she said, arms thrust out towards me as if in supplication. 
 
    "Now look here!" I said in exasperation, "This is really quite enough!" The ghost of my somewhat persistent dead wife did not pay any heed however. She never did. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” said the ghost again in a piercing shriek and I hid my head under the bedclothes. 
 
    It is important for me to state quite categorically here and now that by hiding my head under the sheets I was not doing so because I was afraid by my wife’s apparition by any stretch of the imagination. I merely required some respite from the seemingly endless wailings of the phantom of my wife that had plagued me for every single hour of every single day since I had murdered her just six days before. 
 
    It was so ruddy typical of her I have to say, for she seldom seemed to remain quiet when she was alive, her mouth moving all the time, talking without engaging her reason or intellect. It certainly appeared that in death she remained exactly the same. It had been a reasonable decision on by behalf to murder her I felt, seeing as how it soon became apparent to me when making certain discrete and circumspect enquiries that she was worth rather more to me in financial terms dead than she was alive; in truth I looked forward to a little peace and quiet as an added benefit too. 
 
    Sadly however, this did not seem to be the case for she continued to haunt me from the second she breathed her last after I had pushed her down the stairs to the present moment where she floated over the end of my bed wailing at me like some moonstruck animal.  This is just the measure of the woman I must say, for she appears to as much a nuisance in death as she was in life.  
 
    I had examined the stairs closely many a time for they were long and steep, considering as I had muttered under my breath that anyone taking a tumble down there would almost certainly arrive at the bottom with at least a broken neck; and so it had been with my wife. The insurance money I had undertaken on a policy ensuring her continuing corporeality on the other hand would certainly come in extremely useful. The upkeep of Rothering Hall, my ancestral home, was swallowing money as if it did not exist. Without a fresh infusion of funds, I would no doubt lose the battle to prevent the building from collapsing altogether. 
 
    Extreme measures to take no doubt, but I was equal to the task for my family have lived in these halls for the past four hundred years, and I was not going to be entered in the annals of the Rothering family as the man who lost it all, and so down the stairs she had gone. As to why she was now following me about day and night was a total mystery to me, though it was rapidly losing its novelty very quickly indeed.  
 
    “Farewell my love!” I heard from outside of the blankets that now covered my head, and I found myself tutting in the dark of the night.  
 
    “Away with you, you mammering hedge-born strumpet!” I roared, for my humours were at best unbalanced by both lack of sleep and irritation that my dead wife should continue to plague me so. “Strumpet!” I shouted angrily and from outside the blankets I heard her again. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” she called and I sighed deeply. 
 
    She never changed her expression or aspect however, for she seemed to be frozen in time at the exact second that she had met her demise on the rather ornate main staircase that led down into the main hall, her mouth opening only to mouth her somewhat frequent goodbyes, her arms reaching out to me. She was like an ever present and somewhat bothersome statue. Unfortunately for myself the statue as it were also had a voice. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” I heard from beside the bed once again, and removing the covers from my head I stared at her frozen form. She just floated in the air, arms reaching for me as if in appeal for some form of deliverance that I had surely already given her. 
 
    She was not alone of course. Oh no. 
 
    Standing directly behind her as if gazing over my dead wife’s shoulder was the ghostly form of Molly my ex-maid, frozen in time forever, face showing outrage, her eyes bulging, spectral feather duster upraised as if in protest. And yes, she had protested. Especially when I had sprung upon her as she stood slack jawed at the sight of my dead wife at the foot of the staircase, her head at a very unusual angle, and therefore had found I had no choice but to take the maid and strangle her.  
 
    I would be the first to admit that while I had nursed the thought of murdering my wife with the aim of being in receipt of the remuneration from the previously mentioned insurance policy, when I had actually pushed her down the staircase it had been completely on impulse. Nobody was more surprised more than I as she had clattered down the stairs, a final crack indicating exactly why her head was in such a strange position when she eventually came to a stop at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    Well nobody more surprised with the exception of Molly of course, who had seen everything from the hallway. I had therefore descended the stairs like a madman and strangled her on the spot, the maid feebly battering me with her feather duster until the life left her. I took the opportunity to stash the maid’s body in the cellar for later disposal. One corpse was bad luck, two was definitely a recipe for disaster!  
 
    To my horror however, shortly after my ex-wife’s shade had appeared, the ghost of Molly the maid had blinked into existence to haunt me as well, waving her ghostly feather duster at me as if in an attempt to dash my brains in. 
 
    “What is this, you churlish boil brained harpy?” I seemed to remember exclaiming, though thankfully the maid seemed to remain silent. My dead wife did not however. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” she said and Molly had waved her spectral duster at me from over her shoulder as well. 
 
    The first night had scared me, I am not afraid to admit. I feared the spectral forms that floated at the end of my bed as to my mind they were an unnatural abomination. Yet the next day when the police arrived after the discovery of my wife’s body at the base of the stairs and all of the resulting fuss and endless questions had taken place the novelty began to wear off. The constant feather duster waving was but a distraction of my wife’s almost constant pleas to say farewell. What on Earth did she want? Come to think of it, what did the maid want as well? 
 
    The police however seemed reasonably satisfied with my explanation that my wife must have risen in the night and fallen down the stairs accidentally. Mayhap she tripped over the cat who was of course prone to nocturnal wanderings. Just to make sure I embellished this explanation somewhat by stating that my wife was also a frequent sleep walker. This was a complete lie of course, but it seemed to make their minds up and they left soon after. I was pleased by this point to discover that only I could see the ghosts of my dead wife and her maid fluttering about wheresoever I placed myself. Nobody else seemed to be able to see them at all. Curiously the two spectres were balanced on the police inspector’s head at one point, a distraction that I commended myself on ignoring altogether, the maid’s feather duster thumping the policeman’s head as he asked me delicate questions about the state of my relationship with my wife. 
 
    Yet I prevailed and was left with the impression that they believed my explanation and were taken in by my crocodile tears. I spent the rest of the day trying to dodge the two shades to no avail, but having failed to achieve this I made arrangements to visit my solicitor the next day to set the insurance arrangements in place. I also had a funeral to arrange of course, but the money was more important. The main roof was in a terrible state of repair and would certainly not last another winter. That was of paramount importance to my mind. 
 
    On the fourth day when my temper was beginning to fray at the constant braying of my ex-wife and attendant maid the funeral took place. I could not help but give a small smile as my wife’s coffin was lowered into the grave, my wife’s spectre now balanced perfectly on the priest's head as it did so.  
 
    “Farewell my love!” she implored and I looked at the people gathered about the grave to ensure they had not seen my smile. The relatives gathered there were completely oblivious but amongst the staff I thought I caught sight of the cook looking at me very suspiciously. I decided to keep a very close eye on her just in case. In the meantime, the dead maid continued to wave her spectral duster at me as well. 
 
    I entertained the family and hangers on back at the house for as long as I could reasonably be expected to before settling down to checking the returned insurance claim documents for one more time.  I felt that it was always a good idea to proceed with great caution when dealing with these villainous hedge born moldwarps that pass themselves off as legal experts, and so I ensured that every “I” and “T” were well and truly dotted and crossed accordingly. 
 
    The next day was a whirlwind of activity; a concept that I struggled to hide from my ever dwindling household staff as I was keen to play the role of the inconsolable bereaved husband. So I took the insurance claim forms to the postal office myself, ensuring their posting to none other than I. Before that I remembered that I had the rather unfortunate luck to have a dead maid’s body concealed in the cellar, and I had of course leave to ensure that this was disposed of as quickly as I was able. I had considered burying her in the cellar but it was rather close to home and I was not entirely convinced that it was a hygienic proposition, and so I decided to feed her to the pigs down in the pig pen instead. 
 
    So I rose as dawn broke, taking great care not to disturb the few remaining staff still deep in their slumbers for another thirty minutes or so. I tiptoed down to the cellar and uncovered and bundled up the maid’s body and made my way back up the stairs, her corporeal remains concealed under what appeared upon examination to be an old dusty curtain. I had unlocked the front door previously and so now carefully balanced the dead weight of the servant on my shoulder and pushed the door toward me with my foot. I exited into the cool morning air with the maid over my shoulder to be greeted by the postman standing on my front door step looking at me curiously, letters in one hand outstretched towards me. 
 
    “Letters for you, sir!” he said as I huffed and puffed on the doorstep before reaching out to take the letters from him.  As I did so however I lost grip of the dead maid and she fell to the floor, the curtain falling from her as I dropped her. I looked down at the grotesquely twisted features of my ex-member of staff and then up to the white face of the trembling weedy urchin snouted coxcomb of a postman, the letters still outstretched before me. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” called a voice from behind me and I grimaced slightly, a small twitch making my face tremble. 
 
    “Uh…” managed the postman finally as we both regarded the dead maid at our feet and with a deep sigh I realised that there really was nothing else I could do, and so strangled him too. 
 
    I now had very little time left before the rest of the household rose and I reflected that I was currently standing on my front doorstep with two corpses, the maid having been dead for some time, and the postman having been recently dispatched. Seizing the initiative, I dragged the bodies out of sight around the back of the house and hid them in the bushes. After that I carried the postman down to the pig pens first, followed by the body of the maid. I had of course given the member of staff who supervised the pig pens the task of running some fool’s errand to town that would no doubt engage him until nightfall, by which time the two bodies would be completely eradicated by the pigs.  
 
    As I had tipped the dead maid into the pen I was sure to avert my eyes, such was the sounds of squealing and snuffling pigs rising from therein. I am sure it was not a sight for a gentleman such as I to view, that was for certain! So I strode back towards the house, my retinue in tow. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” I heard from behind me, and I turned to look over my shoulder to see my wife floating along behind me, quickly pursued by the maid who was still rattling her duster at me as if in search of vengeance with the edge of the ghostly household implement. 
 
    At that point I heard what seemed to my ears like a sharp popping sound and then the spectral figure of the postman appeared behind the maid, holding his ghostly letters outstretched as if imploring me to accept his delivery, though of course I could have been sorely mistaken and perhaps he was merely trying to thrash me about the head with the phantom envelopes instead. 
 
    I sighed to myself and strode off to the rear the house, checking the bushes where I had previously hidden the bodies in case there were any traces of my nefarious activities within the foliage. Satisfied that indeed there was indeed no evidence remaining I emerged from the leafy borders just in time to notice the kitchen curtain falling back into place, as if someone was watching me from within. Letting myself quietly into the house I crept into the kitchen but the house was quiet and the room empty, though I did notice that the curtain to the window overlooking the garden seemed out of place as if it had been moved. Nevertheless, the room was empty, and the curtain could have been displaced that way for years for all I knew and so I crept back to my room, satisfied with a job well done. 
 
    I lay in bed for an hour or so, listening to the household coming to life before rising from my bed, bathing and heading for breakfast. I would like to say that prior to this I had time to take some rest and mayhap a nap but the craven cook pated clack-dish dead wife, maid and postman seemed to be determined to ensure that I did not do so. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” implored my ghostly wife as the maid waved a duster and the postman thrust letters at me. It really was terribly inconvenient. I felt a headache forming behind my eyes as they continued their grim charade, never deviating in posture or imploration. I had by now decided to ignore them of course despite the recent addition to my spectral travelling circus of the postman, but in truth it was somewhat difficult to do so.  
 
    “Be gone, you pox marked giglets!” I roared in vain for they did not seem to hear or even notice me at all. 
 
    “Farewell my love!” repeated my wife and I retired to my study to await lunch. I was therefore surprised some hours later as I attempted to ignore the ghostly forms before me to hear a small almost timid knock on the door. 
 
    “Come!” I yelled, for a knock on the door was almost certain to be down to some trifling household matter at this time and I was not at all surprised therefore to see the cook entering my study and closing the door behind her. 
 
    “How can I help you cook?” I asked from my chair behind my rather splendid oak desk. I could not remember the damned woman’s name and so her title would have to do. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, Sir.” she said, approaching my desk and almost bobbing and doffing her cook’s hat as she did so. I waved my hand for her to continue. I certainly however did not ask her to sit down. It simply wasn’t done. Besides this would not take long. 
 
    “I have come to request a rise in pay sir.” she said and I chuckled loudly, but she did not seem to be dissuaded. 
 
    “Why on Earth would you deserve a raise?” I blurted out, “there are fewer mouths to feed now my poor wife has gone…” 
 
    “Farewell my love!” she shouted from beside the cook. 
 
    “And what with the maid - what was her name again?” 
 
    “Sally.” said the cook. 
 
    “Yes. Sally. Well it looks like she has gone away without notice too. So it seems to me that you are asking for more pay for doing less work and feeding fewer mouths. What do you have to say about that woman?” I roared as the spectral maid waved her duster at me. 
 
    “Well it’s about Sally really, Sir.” bleated the small round cook. “Not like her to run away without saying.” 
 
    “Well I trust the staff have checked that all of my spoons and belongings are still in order?” I asked, outrage filling me with ire at the prospect of a potential robbery until I suddenly realised that the maid was actually floating up and down in front of me, waving a duster in disgust as she did so, and so was therefore unlikely to be taking any of my spoons anywhere at all. 
 
    “I think they have already checked your valuables Sir.” sniffed the cook before continuing. “Though I suspect that they have not examined the bushes outside as closely as you did this morning Sir.” 
 
    I felt my colour rising as I remembered the kitchen curtain twitching this morning as I had hidden the bodies in the bushes. Exactly how much had the cook seen? She had surely by her manner observed something! 
 
    “Two guineas a week should suffice.” she said moving back to the door to my study before grinning from ear to ear. “To start with anyway.” she said and as she placed her hand on the door knob I gave her my very best smile.  
 
    “Now cook.” I smiled, pulling out a chair by my desk, indicating that she was to take a seat. The smile I was attempting seemed to be almost cracking my face. “I am sure that will be more than manageable. In fact, take a seat whilst I open my safe.” Smiling in return she did so and I rummaged in my draw as if searching for a key to the safe that sat behind the picture on the far wall.  
 
    She must have seen something on my face though; a clue or the like of what I was really looking for and so as I clasped the letter opener from the top draw and lunged at her she had already plucked a wooden spoon from somewhere about her person and raised it to me as if to ward off the blow.  
 
    Yet I was quicker. As she beat about me with the wooden mixing spoon I plunged the letter opener into her chest and with a sound not dissimilar to that of a deflating balloon she expired bleeding onto the carpet, making a complete ruddy mess of the finely woven and just as my luck would have it white coloured floor covering. 
 
    It took quite some time to not only clean it up but also to hide the cook’s body until nightfall when it looked like it was going to be yet another trip to the pig pen. Of course long before this there was a by now familiar popping sound and the spectre of the cook appeared waving a ghostly wooden spoon at me from behind the postman who was waving letters at me. He was equally being ignored by the maid who was flapping a duster about and finally my wife, arms outstretched towards me as if begging for mercy. 
 
    “Farewell my love” she said, and so in disgust I went to bed. 
 
    As I climbed the stairs with my ghostly train of phantoms following close behind I nearly tripped over the cat, which was ironic given that that was the excuse I had given to the police for my wife falling down the stairs in the first place. I was in a vicious mood and lashed out at the troublesome moggie with my foot in anger, catching it neatly up the rear end, sending it flying down to the bottom of the stairs where it landed with a bump. To my great surprise it just lay there unmoving. 
 
    Growling to myself I continued upwards until I stood on the landing. I looked back down as my phantoms caught me up, my wife uttering her usual plea, the maid still dusting, the postman waving letters and the cook attempting to beat me with her ghostly wooden mixing spoon. I stood there my anger rising and there was another familiar pop and a ghostly cat appeared on the cook’s shoulder and gave a silent meow. 
 
    “You jarring tickle brained varlets!” I shouted as I stood on the landing. I was sure yet again not to get any sleep. Were these phantoms going to follow me around forever? I had no answers, and they were certainly not telling. I observed them again as I stood there, my whole body shaking with anger. First there was the flea broiled cat silently meowing at me as if in anger. Then there was the hasty witted puttock of a cook, all wooden spoon and anger, waving her mixing implement at me wildly. Then there was the clay brained pignut of a postman, thrusting his spectral letters almost under my nose that he would never deliver. Next there was the maid, her bedraggled form waving a duster at me almost in anger. My ire rose as I glanced along the line; angrier and angrier I became as I finally examined my wife at the head of the ghostly queue. 
 
    I saw her mouth move and as I heard her begin to speak the words I could take no more. This time however, I was quicker. “Farewell my love.” I shouted before she could say it and then with a roar of complete exasperation I threw myself down the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Interlude Eight 
 
    ~ In which the nature of “original sin” 
 
    Is ruminated upon ~ 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Said the Earl as Rothering’s tale ended. “I did so enjoy that one.” He ruminated, licking his lips. “One of the original sins I feel.” He seemed lost in thought, the fire blazing behind him. Gabriel Moon still sat unmoving at his side, though Apollyon still continued to be oblivious to his presence. 
 
    “I do not think that original sin concerns murder.” Said Jeptha Farrager to Apollyon’s immediate right. “Original sin is but man’s capacity for evil I was taught at school. Not an actual sin as such, but the capability of it.” The Earl dismissed this with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “It is all just semantics.” He sighed, examining his fingernails as he sat at the table. 
 
    “I see.” Said Farrager and obviously at that point decided to remain quiet, toying with the cigar cutter on the table in front of him. 
 
    “Open to interpretation.” Summarised Rothering, still standing before the table, and realising that he was still doing so hastily sat down again. 
 
    “Yet here we have murder.” Smiled the Earl. “There can be no doubt about it. Several murders in fact. You are indeed a worthy and productive member of my club, Mister Byron Rothering.” 
 
    “It would appear that you hold traits in high regard that any normal man would consider at best to be distasteful.” I said, my disquiet with the Earl’s behaviour now deeply rooted. As well as this I still felt angry at the Earl for his taunting of me earlier and I wished to find a way to rile him, as it were. 
 
    “Indeed.” Said Apollyon. “I do rather, don’t I?” He regarded his fingernails again as silence fell about the room, my taunts shrugged aside as if they were of no concern to him whatsoever. It was clear to me then that he was not willing to comment any further and so I decided to hold my peace. Instead I sat and regarded the room in which all four of us sat; five if you counted Gabriel Moon, which only I seemed to be able to do. 
 
    The fire behind the Earl still roared brightly, filling the room with bright light, the flames sending flickering shadows across the four walls. Tendrils they reminded me of, writhing and broiling across the room as if reaching out to ensnare any who would draw near. I felt a shiver up my spine at the thought, and then regarded the double doors that led into the club at the rear of the room. They were of course currently firmly shut. Candles were still guttering in the candelabra at my end of the table, and gas lamps lit the walls too, though not as brightly as at the top of the table where Apollyon stood. I then drew my attention to the only other door in the room; the door through which I had entered in what seemed like a very long time ago. 
 
    As I examined the single door I saw Apollyon staring at me, a grin on his face once more almost as if daring me to attempt to leave. The thought had not occurred to me before of course, but now that I had settled my attention upon it then my thoughts seemed to play on it almost. If nothing else, it seemed as if it was but a lifeline; a method of escape should I require it. The Earl glanced at the door too and his smile increased as he did so, but then he shifted his attention back to Rothering, and as he did so the double doors at his end of the room flew open once again. 
 
    “Come, Mister Byron Rothering. Please enter within and become a member of my club!” Rothering stood, a broad smile playing on his face and he shook the Earl’s hand as he led him through the doors and disappeared inside. Apollyon stood on the threshold of the room almost as if watching him go, yet this could not have been the case of course, for the room within the double doors was shrouded in darkness. Then I saw the red lights inside there flicker wildly again, and then the doors slammed shut. The earl turned, a satisfied look upon his face. 
 
    “Just two remain.” He sighed. “Such a busy night!” Apollyon took his seat once again, placing himself back at the head of the table. “Who is to be the penultimate narrator then?” he smiled, and Jeptha Farrager placed the ninth ticket down on the table. “So it is.” Smiled the Earl even broader if that were possible. “Very fitting.” 
 
    As Farrager stood to tell his tale I regarded him more closely than I had done before. The man looked thin and frail. He had an air of illness about him I thought, though I was surprised that I had not noted it before. His dinner suit hung from him loosely, his thin, hatchet-like face speaking of pain and ruin. I ruminated on the fact that this was almost certainly down to the fact that now that the room was more or less empty it had caught my attention; whilst earlier he was such an unassuming figure that I had afforded him scant regard. Yet now I did, and as I have stated, his form and bearing spoke of illness and death. I cannot explain this any more fully; it was simply a feeling I had when I looked upon him. 
 
    “My tale is called, “Almanac” and it concerns those whose wander lost in the dark, seeking light or form or justice.” 
 
    “Or death or darkness.” Added Apollyon, wagging a finger at Farrager as if he had spoken out of turn. 
 
    “Indeed.” Said Farrager, “That too.” but he did not smile; in fact, he seemed to fade almost, to become indistinct. I have never seen anything of the like before. I am sure it was some form of illusion or trickery, for all that remained was the sight of his eyes, and his voice drifting across the table like smoke or a fog; a mist. 
 
    “I drifted for what seemed an age…” he began, and as he did so even his eyes faded to nothing at all. All that remained was his voice, yet I noticed that Gabriel Moon had turned now to face him, and was staring at him in approval, a look on his face that seemed to indicate that it was almost as if he was attempting to will Farrager back into existence… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Almanac 
 
      
 
    I drifted for what seemed like an age but perhaps was just a while, though I had no sense of time nor place. Lost and blown by the breeze I was cast from here to there on a wind that seemed to almost flow through me. Like a mist I was, in pieces and yet whole. There was a land around me but it was indistinct; not of shadow but as if a fog. I tried to gather myself together and as I concentrated trees formed about me; here a hill with a brook flowing down it at the edge of a set of rolling hills. The sun sparkled off the water as I floated through the green fields, and I had the feeling that it was still early; the sun was not high in the sky and the landscape was deserted as far as I could see. Through the trees I passed, though I did not stride or make any effort as I went. It was if I were moving through a dream, though I knew at the same time that this was all too real. 
 
    Here there was a small stone cottage beside which stood a barn crammed with dry hay bales stored from the year before no doubt. Behind it there were lush green fields in which cows nodded and strolled towards a gate in the low stone wall, against which the short grass in the field swayed. Bellies swollen with milk they strolled towards the gate along which was a wide path that led to a low shed, which I imagined would be used to alleviate them of their burden. There was sadness in this cottage; I felt it. It impinged upon my vision as a colour that bled and seeped from the walls, staining the short grass around its walls. It spoke of despair and rage and hate and pain. 
 
    I shrank back from the ferocity of it but I had now some control over my flight and I adjusted the vision before me to protect myself. Having done this, I now realised that I could now drift nearer, approach the cottage itself. It was at this precise moment that I heard from the rear of the house a loud banging as if a stick were being beaten against metal and as if in response the cows increased the speed of their stroll towards the gate. I passed through the walls of the cottage as if they did not exist for me, and as I left them behind me I saw now a young girl standing by the gate beating a stick against a small metal pail. She was pretty I could see, but her face was cast with worry and torment. It radiated from here like a beacon and I flinched as I floated nearer to get a better look.  
 
    I blinked and the milking was done, time rolling forward and then I approached. She was like a lure to me; I could not avoid her. The raw emotion she was radiating dragged me in and I felt myself slip into her skin, to look through her eyes, and I was whole again. She gasped as she lost control and I took my command of her. I gave her a feeling of comfort and then of sleep and she went away for a while.  
 
    I walked her clumsily away from the shed, glad to be able to feel the sun on her skin and look through her eyes. I gasped. She was with child! As a man it caused me conflict at first, but as I pushed away the feeling of the foetus growing in her I was able to concentrate once again, to master the unreasonable panic that had taken me. The reason for this was sadly not just the case that I had found from the depths of me some steely reserve that I had not before encountered. No. 
 
    I understood as I entered her mind the reason for her plight and it filled me with abhorrence. I walked her into the field across from the farm and set her still there. I saw her father before me, the master of the cottage and the reason for her fear. I saw him on her, a leer on his face; the child his. I saw an almanac she kept under her bed, in which a pressed flower sat growing brittle and old; a love lost - no, driven away by her jealous father. 
 
    She noted the days of the year in there: birthdays, the passing of the seasons, all souls days too. Dust covered it where she had hidden it for she no longer had dreams or fancies other than the horror of the thing that she knew grew within her. Thirteen she reckoned herself to be, though she had no point of reference to mark this other than in the almanac itself, though she had no way of comparing one day from the next in all likelihood. 
 
    She filled me with fear and pain and horror until I could take no more. Her father knew of course; this I saw also. It was also not the first. Two twisted tiny little patches of earth at back of the barn already bore testament to the corruption of her existence. This was not to be the third lost to life though, for this one would live. I saw that, and I knew she realised this too. Even though as of yet her frame was slender, her pregnancy was showing hardly at all. 
 
    I kept her walking across the fields. She had to be far away. I saw a shepherd in the field atop the hill and took her there. Then suddenly I left her in confusion and shame. It hurt me to do so yet I had no choice. I watched for a moment and saw the shepherd now held her arm as she shook trying to comprehend what had happened to her and where she was. I was content however for she was far from the cottage by now, to which I drifted across the fields, returning to where I had first seen her. The fields slid below me like a slick of blood as I headed arrow-like to the site of her dread and horror. 
 
    I walked through the wall of the cottage as if it did not exist and found the father asleep in a chair downstairs by a fire that was not lit. A pair of dirty boots lay discarded by the cold hearth where he sat snoring. I slipped inside his skin and as I stared through his eyes I felt him struggle and panic at my presence as his senses tried to come awake. 
 
    Yet this time I did not give any sense of ease or comfort like I did to his daughter. He was beyond - far beyond - any mercy he would wish to receive from me. If he held any hopes in that direction, then he was to find me wanting. I let him scream silently in outrage and fear and walked him into the kitchen. He rallied against me at every step but I sent his protests away, howling back towards him into the darkness in which I had cast him. I enjoyed his fear and lack of dominance for he was a stranger to it and as he wailed in pain and fear I looked into him and saw that what I was about to do was justified. 
 
    He knew of the child of course, and I saw that to his mind the child’s future was short; a pillow held over its face, the mewing sickly cries slowing fading to silence and a third grave at the rear of the barn. After that he would count the time before he was able to be on her once again. He knew of the almanac too and had often thought of burning it, yet he never had, though more because of laziness than of application. No doubt one day he would get around to it to break her as finally as he possibly could if indeed he had not done so already. 
 
    He nauseated me, the stink of him and his mindless brutality to his daughter and the purpose for which he used her and the only reason he kept her fed. I took him to the kitchen and sifting through his memories I fetched a rusty oil lamp from under the window and with a taper lit it from a fire under the stove upon which bubbled a pan of some foul smelling gruel boiled. Holding the lamp by the handle I walked him out of the cottage and along the path towards the barn. 
 
    He thrashed and fought me every step of the way for I had sent him a sense of my intention so that he would if only for a brief moment understand the feeling of despair that no doubt his daughter had felt for almost every second of her young life. I revelled in his pain and took him screaming inwardly into the barn, forcing his legs to carry him inside where the hay bales stood stacked high, the air full of the dry earthy smell. 
 
    Laughing at his terror I cast the lamp into the hay bales before me and watched the dry animal feed catch light and begin to burn. It took but mere seconds for flames to begin to leap high into the air. He fought against my every step but his efforts were futile. I walked him into the growing flames and stood him motionless there as the inferno built about the barn, his skin bubbling and burning in the fierce heat. I felt now his hair burning as he screamed though f course I felt nothing myself. I saw his clothes smoke and burn and as the heat grew fierce and I felt his hands and limbs combust and his eyes explode I withdrew and released him to the agony that would assail him for much too brief a time. 
 
    Much briefer than he deserved. 
 
    He filled the barn with his screams and fell down into flame as I drifted away, across the fields and I pushed myself rapidly away from the abhorrence in which I held both him and his much deserved fate. Was it really so that there was always such pain in the world? 
 
    Yet I had pushed myself carelessly too far away from the cottage and the green fields were gone. Above a city I floated now, smoke drifting from below and crowds bustling through streets and roads crowded with horses, carriages and crowds of people who were completely unaware of my presence as I floated high above them. Then a sharp wind caught hold of me and I was pulled down towards the ground. With a blink I realised I had slipped into the skin of someone before I had even realised it. I saw a small brick upon which was written a large letter “A”, and beside it a teddy bear and a wooden train. Other bricks littered the floor and above was a table, the top towering high above me out of reach. How long I sat there I do not know but I marvelled at the brilliance of the colours and how impossibly high everything was and yet this tiny but huge world seemed to radiate that it was full of promise and reward. It was obviously a child’s eyes that I looked through now for all I could find in the mind of the body that I now occupied were thoughts of comfort and warmth and yes; love too. 
 
    Satisfied that my despair was now vanquished up I went leaving the wonder of the child behind. I marvelled that the child was so young that the period of my possession of it had been yet another wonder to be experienced to it. Such is innocence!  I felt as if I had been taught a lesson by some unknown hand and for some reason I felt vindicated too. This time there was no need to flee and I crossed over the city for it was now apparent by the sprawling streets and buildings far below me that this was a huge place. Yet I had a destination, for in my mind there came the sense of an invitation. Down I went slowly floating to the ground towards a large ornate building at the front of which a regal red carpet covered the grand entrance. At the doorway stood two doormen. 
 
    “Good evening sir.” they said almost in unison as I approached, my plain to see for it was apparent that they could see me! “Come inside.” they said, holding the double doors open for me.  
 
    “You are expected….” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Interlude Nine 
 
    ~ In which the state of death is questioned ~ 
 
      
 
    “… And expected you were!” Smiled Apollyon as the story concluded. He rose from the table as Farrager slowly faded back into view and clapped him heartily on the back.  The Earl seemed reasonably pleased with himself for some reason, yet all I felt was a feeling of disquiet, for the story made no sense to me at all. Still, Apollyon was not done quite yet. 
 
    “No doubt your motives were true.” He chided Farrager almost. “Yet murder is murder.” He leaned down and theatrically whispered into the sick man’s ear so I could hear too. “Some would argue of course that possession is an altogether more heinous and despicable a sin.” He stood up straight again as if considering this. “Not I, of course. I have a remarkable capacity for over-looking these things, I think you will find.” He picked at his teeth as if he had found a stray piece of food there, and digging into his mouth, flicked something onto the floor. “It is one of my more endearing traits I am told.” He smiled broadly and suddenly he froze. 
 
    As did the entire room. 
 
    The candles ceased guttering, even the dark licking flames in the fire that were reflected on the walls stood still. I moved my hand and as I did so I realised that I was the only thing in the room that was capable of movement. Both Farrager and the Earl stood motionless, frozen in time. Yet as I sat in wonder I looked up to see that Gabriel Moon had stood, and was now approaching the end of the table where I sat. Smiling at me he moved the now empty chair to my right and sat himself down with a sigh. Now he was nearer I could see that his form had almost a glow to it; as if he was sheathed in moonlight. For some strange reason that I could not understand, he reminded me of snow. 
 
    “The time is near.” Said Moon, reaching out and taking my hand in his. For some reason I felt much calmer when he did this, as if he was bringing everything back into focus. “You must be ready.” He continued. 
 
    “Ready for what?” I managed to ask, for my heart was beating fast now, my sense of foreboding increasing at his words. 
 
    “You will see.” He smiled. “Needless to say I imagine that I do not have to warn you against the twenty seventh earl of Ranleigh here, or Artemus Apollyon as he currently calls himself.” 
 
    “He has other names?” I asked rather querulously.  
 
    “Oh many.” Sighed Moon. “Yet I will not speak them here for he will hear me and the fugue will be broken.” 
 
    I had no idea of what he was referring to, but nevertheless I found myself nodding in agreement. A stern look came across his face then, as if he were to broach a subject that he disliked to do so. 
 
    “Do you now understand the damage you have done to your wife and children and those who have loved you by your obsession with improving yourself?” he asked and I nodded, for he and I were at agreement with something at long last. 
 
    “I only wished to prove that I had capability.” I said, a tear forming in my eye. “That everything I had was earned rather than given.” 
 
    “And yet this was not the case, was it?” he said like an accusation as he continued to radiate a thin pale light, like moonlight or freshly drifted snow. 
 
    “No.” I said, the admission forming a lump in my throat. “It was not.” 
 
    “And by the nature of your drive for improvement in your standing you drove all away from you by your aloofness and obsession with gaining something of your own.” I nodded in agreement now, for I could now see the truth of his words. 
 
    “I just wanted something I had earned rather than something that was inherited.” I sobbed. “Or given.” 
 
    “Yes.” Said Moon, and he squeezed my hand to gain my attention. As he did so, pale light seemed to bleed from his hand, easing my pain. “Yet now you find yourself in great danger.” He sighed, tipping his towards the frozen form of the Earl who still stood unmoving at the top of the table. 
 
    “I will just leave.” I said defiantly. “This gentleman’s club or indeed any other gentleman’s club is not for me anymore.” Moon sighed as I said this, his face filling with sorrow. He turned away from me, regarding the Earl as if he were some form of zoo creature usually found at far end of Regent’s Park for the last decade or so. 
 
     “He is like you and I you know.” He said, nodding at Apollyon. 
 
    “He is nothing like me!” I wailed in anger, and Moon shook his head. 
 
    “He is exactly like both you and I. He gathers those to him that he thinks are of a similar frame of mind.” 
 
    “Poor souls.” I spluttered through my tears and Moon nodded vigorously in agreement. 
 
    “Indeed.” He said. “Yes, he gathers those like him; as do I and as did you. It is only our motives that are dissimilar.” He noticed the confused look on my face. “Both he and I are opposites, if you choose to look at it that way. On your part, you avariciously gathered those about you who you felt could prove your worth; increase your standing in society.” I nodded in agreement at this now, realising finally his point. “In that respect, if not in any other you and the Earl are both the same.”  
 
    “I will leave.” I said, trying to relinquish his grip upon me, though his hand was difficult to shake off, for he seemed to possess a strength that I did not realise he had. 
 
    “No.” he sighed. “I am afraid it has gone beyond that.” He smiled at me sadly then, and his solemn demeanour gave me a feeling of alarm that all was not well. Yet his smile said otherwise; that there may yet be a chance of redemption. “I shall grant you a boon.” He said slowly, and standing he slowly pulled me to my feet. 
 
    “There is hope yet.” He smiled, and there was a blaze of pure white light and the room in which we stood disappeared. 
 
    *** 
 
    I felt Moon’s hand on my own, yet I could not see anything at all; my vision had been clouded by the burst of white light. Nor could I feel the ground beneath my feet. Slowly I began to realise that we were moving; flying almost. A harsh wind tore at me through the cloud of light in which we found ourselves. Yet even though I could feel the wind now tearing at me, I felt no discomfort. It was as if we were both floating in a cloud of isolation that was sheltered from all harm by the light that now shone from Gabriel Moon like a beacon. 
 
    “Who are you, Gabriel Moon?” I shouted through what I now realised was an increasingly loud wind, and as I did this my sight began to clear and I saw him looking at me, smiling. 
 
    “I was Gabriel Moon; your manservant.” He smiled, though he also noted my frown. “Though I was and am something else as well.” He paused, as if reaching a conclusion. “Gabriel Moon the manservant will suffice.” He said finally, “For that is how you knew me.”  I made to protest for an explanation, but as I did so my vision cleared and I grasped at his hand tighter to steady myself. 
 
    It was night, and a foul blizzard blew about the hills over which we flew. Below us snow covered the ground all around, deep drifts blowing across the hills. Yet I felt nothing other than that the wind tugged at both of us; we were isolated from the cold and the night. Above us I saw dark grey clouds laden with snow, billowing around our forms as we flew over the white shrouded countryside, the angry swollen grey clouds totally obscuring the stars above. Gradually I noted that we were beginning to drift lower towards the ground, and the landscape began to reveal itself to me, even though the snow that covered it made it hard to define. 
 
    “Do you know where you are?” shouted Moon above the blizzard, for we did not seem to be immune to either the anger of the blizzard or the roaring sound of the wind. Flakes of snow clustered about our bodies too, though I could not feel them at all. I peered down to the ground and slowly I realised where I was. 
 
    “This is the road I take from the station to my home.” I shouted, and Gabriel nodded enthusiastically. “My house is to the north.” I pointed with my free hand and we flew a little lower, the snow covered road now coming into sight. I realised at this point just how treacherous the night was, for the road was almost entirely covered in deep banks of drifting snow. Yet as we dropped even lower I began to make out wheel tracks in the snow, but as I did so the snow rapidly covered them, obscuring the passage of whatever vehicle was foolhardy enough to be out on the road on a night such as this. 
 
    Now two small flickering lights became visible below us, ahead on the road. We drifted further along now, keeping our height the same but gaining on the small hansom as it attempted to make its way along the road. It became obvious as I observed it that the vehicle was in terrible difficulty, yet as we drew nearer I gave out a cry as I recognised the carriage. 
 
    It was mine. 
 
    It was obvious to even those who would dare to venture out in such appalling weather that this vehicle was totally unsuitable to be out on a night such as this. The large open carriage was completely unprotected from the elements and even as we watched I could see that the driver of the coach was struggling to maintain the forward momentum of the vehicle too. I raged as I realised precisely what form of fool would even begin to imagine that a coach such as this was suitable for such bad weather. The sheer vanity of the occupant of the coach had not only put his life but also the driver’s life at risk too, not to mention the poor animal that was attempting to pull the cart through the snow in the first place of course. 
 
    That man was of course, I. 
 
    “Watch.” Said Gabriel as we came to a halt, drifting high above the road, snow rushing about us. Below in the maelstrom of the blizzard I saw the coach continue to struggle forward. I squinted and could just make out that the driver was of course Gabriel Moon who now also in some strange manner floated beside me, and inside the coach I recognised myself, though I did note that I seemed to be dozing.  
 
    As the carriage reached a steep curve in the road it suddenly slipped on the snow, no doubt largely because of a sheet of ice seated beneath the current drifts or something of the like. Almost slowly the coach skidded to one side, the driver furiously thrashing the whip at the horse that was doubt blinded by the blizzard, and I saw too that the poor animal was being dragged to the side of the bank by the sheer weight of the hansom and its occupants.  
 
    A loud crash and splintering sound broke the night as the carriage tumbled to one side, the occupant thrown out onto the drifting banks of snow where the blizzard began to slowly cover him. The driver was not so lucky, and we descended a little lower to see that the man’s neck was twisted at an angle that surely ensured his demise. Neither man moved. We stood waiting for a while as the horse continued to thrash at the carriage that had dragged it to the ground, but it was unable to get to its feet and soon too it lay still. 
 
    “It took three days for the road to be passable.” Said Moon beside me, breaking the silence. “When it did it was Mister Babcoombe who found us.” 
 
    “The postmaster.” I said, simply unable to reconcile or understand what it was that Gabriel was showing me. “He never did like me very much.” 
 
    “He had good reason not to.” Smiled Moon. “As did many others.” I grimaced at the thought, but Gabriel was determined to press on. “Those you considered not to be your equal I imagine.” I felt as if a knife had been plunged into my chest at his words.  
 
    “Am I dead?” I asked and Moon spun in the air to face me, my hand still clasped tightly in his. 
 
    “Yes.” He said plainly, and I screamed aloud at the thought. I would have no chance now to redeem myself to my friends and in particular my family!  Yet still the snow assailed us, starting to cover the bodies and the carriage wreckage below, for the foul weather made no compensation for my feelings of horror and outrage and still continued to fall. “Yet there is still hope, Jacob.” Gabriel said, plainly. Yet still I did not understand. Or perhaps I refused to. I would suggest that perhaps I was attempting to find a way to prove that what Moon was telling me was wrong. 
 
    “Yet I remember making it home that night!” I shouted to Gabriel. “I received the invitation to the Earl of Ranleigh’s Club, remember? Also I have been working for these last few…” I mean to finish my protestation with how long it had been since this night, yet I could not remember. “Days?” I attempted, but could not convince myself. “Weeks?” I finished as tears took me once again. 
 
    “There is a state of being.” Explained Gabriel, staring into my eyes as the landscape below us and the blizzard began to fade. “In-between where you soul ascends or indeed descends, and your life as it is before. Some refer to it as a state of limbo.” 
 
    “Like a waiting room?” I asked and Gabriel nodded as the white light began to fade again and the room of the Earl of Ranleigh’s Gentleman’s Club began to take shape again. 
 
    I remembered wandering about my house after returning from the city through the snow storm, and yet I could not remember interacting with anything or anyone at all. I had not eaten; my family was away. Even the servants did not seem to be about. I thought about my place of work but it was almost as if I could not remember; as if it were in a fog that concealed it from me. I thought of the invitation on the tablet op, for that too had already been laid open on the table. Had I picked it up to read it? I suspected now that perhaps I had not. I thought it strange at the time of course that the invitation had been opened, but this was no doubt down to some nefarious purpose of Artemus Apollyon I would have thought. 
 
    “Just so.” Said Gabriel as the room was now clear to my sight. “A waiting room is a fine analogy.” Still The Earl of Ranleigh stood immobile beside the deathly shade of Jeptha Farrager who was also unmoving, but had begun to less mist like by the second, as if he was returning to focus or the like. 
 
    “I must go now Jacob.” Said Gabriel by my side. “Soon the fugue will break and I must be gone by then.” He looked at the panic on my face and placed his hand on my shoulder. Still his form spoke of moonlight and snow. “You will be fine.” He said simply. “Just be ready and remember that at the end you do have a choice!” Unbidden by him there was a sudden pillar of pure white light that shot through the ceiling, high up into the heavens and then was gone, taking Gabriel Moon with it. 
 
    “Of course I have many traits.” Said Apollyon loudly, moving again. “Not all of them admirable I must say.” He staggered slightly as he said this, and gave me a curious side look as if he was aware that something had happened but that he was not sure quite what. “Still, the midnight bell approaches and it is time for you to join my club, Mister Jeptha Farrager.” He gave a wink to the now almost mist like form of the man who stood before him. “Though I think that I hardly have need to open the doors for one such as you, Mister Farrager.” The Earl motioned towards the still closed doors and Farrager seemed as if he floated towards them, and then he passed through the still closed doors as if they were not there at all. 
 
    I gasped and fell into my chair; though I must say that although I thought that I was now in a state where very little would surprise me at all, this definitely did somehow. Still, once Farrager had passed inside from just under the door came a fierce blaze of blood red light, flames licking under the gap at the bottom of the doors as if attempting to afford an escape, and I could hear that inside the room something battered against the door; it sounded as if it was a furnace, and there may just have been a scream contained in that outburst of noise too before the room fell silent once again. 
 
    Apollyon grinned and sat himself back down at the table, regarding me as a predator must surely regard its prey.  
 
    “Just the two of us left.” He smiled. He noted the way I looked at him now for I am sure as I have stated that he was aware that something had happened to me, but he was not sure quite what. 
 
    “What have you been meddling with?” he smiled, but his eyes registered curiosity more than anything else. 
 
    “Nothing at all.” I said as brightly I could muster given the circumstances. “What could I have been up to exactly?” I continued. “Nearly midnight?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Indeed.” Said Apollyon, as if assessing me at the same time. “Precisely in fact.” I looked about the room for a clock of some sort, but could not see one, yet I had no reason to doubt his words. 
 
    “Shall we get on?” I enquired, for indeed it was getting late. “A gentleman of my quality has little time for delay if he is to advance through society. I feel that entrance to your club will be the defining moment of my career.” I smiled, and he returned the favour. “Once enrolled I feel that my life’s work will be within my grasp. No need have I for family or friends or lovers once I am a member of your fine and upstanding Earl of Ranleigh’s Gentleman’s Club.” 
 
    “Precisely.” Said Apollyon, grinning from ear to ear. “And what is the title of your story that I alone am to judge?” he enquired, setting his boots up on the table once again in expectation. 
 
    “Oh I have no story.” I smiled. “None whatsoever.” 
 
    “No story?” he exclaimed, a frown appearing upon his face. “Why ever not?” I noticed he had a look of anger about him now. 
 
    “Oh it is quite simple, your Lordship.” I said with a smile. “A gentleman such as I has no need for such trivialities or nonsense. I feel that my quality and upstanding, not to mention my bearing precedes me. Qualification to be a member of your club should be assured. I have no need for the relating of a simple story. Quite frankly, you need me more than I need you!” 
 
    The Earl smiled at this and as he did so, the two double doors flew open. Within in the darkness I thought I could see flames, biding their time, waiting for me to enter. 
 
    “Precisely.” Said Apollyon, standing and crossing the floor to the double doors. “Well said.” He stood and held his hand out to the open doors as if to usher me inside. “Please proceed within to become a member of my club.” He said invitingly. “You are quite correct, Jacob Ewan. Come. You are the last this evening. We shall enter together. There is no need for stories inside my club.” 
 
    “Just one thing.” I said as I rose, and a look of doubt crossed the Earl’s face before he had a chance to hide it. “They are not stories, are they?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Pall Mall, London December 15th 1858 Midnight (An Epilogue) 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” said Apollyon in an uncharacteristically pleasant manner. “What on Earth do you mean they are not stories?” 
 
    “This sham you have held this evening.” I explained in an equally pleasant way. “They are not stories. They are real. All of the things that these gentlemen have related to us this night have really happened to them. They are not stories. I think you attempt to deceive me, your Lordship and I will not be taken in by you at all, sir!” Apollyon remained standing before the doors, a look of mock indignation upon his face. As I stared at him he seemed to accept that he no longer needed to maintain his charade, and his face relaxed. “Tell me the truth, Apollyon!” I demanded, dispensing with the niceties of his rank now. “Or I shall take my leave of this place!”  
 
    Instantly the Earl began to laugh; a dark, deep resounding laughter that hinted at savagery and mockery.  
 
    “Leave?” He finally smirked, chiding laughter not hidden in his voice. 
 
    I stood rapidly from where I was seated and took the handle of the single door through which I had entered this room some five hours before. As I did this Apollyon began to smirk, finally catching my intention.  
 
    “Be my guest.” He said, urging me to open the single door that led out of the room. I leaned forward and flung the door open as laughter began to rise from the Earl. I glanced through the doorway and marvelled at the sight at which I was looking for no longer was there a plain corridor on the other side of this door. That there had been once was without doubt, for I had entered this room through it earlier. Now there was nothing. Absolutely nothing at all except a sky full of stars.  It was as if I looked into a dark night sky, with stars glittering all about in every direction you could see, but nothing else. It was breathtakingly beautiful, yet it also has a sense of stark and terrible danger 
 
    “Go through there and you will fall forever.” Smiled Apollyon. “The only way out of this room is through these twin doors and into my club.” He gestured again and for certain I could see flames flickering within the room now. I released the handle on the single door and as I did so the door closed loudly, and then the framework vanished, and there was no longer a door there at all. Just a wall. The only way out now was to enter the club through the double doors in which flames now visibly licked across the room inside the entrance. 
 
    I was determined to get the truth from him however. 
 
    “They are not stories are they, Apollyon?” He began to look annoyed at my constant berating of him, a look of frustration seeming to rise from his form. Suddenly he snapped and ran at me, and grasping me by the throat he raised me against the wall where I stood, pressed up against the wooden panelling, flailing at his arm with my fists but to no avail. 
 
    “Of course they are not stories, you fool!” he snarled at me, tightening his grip. I continued to beat at him with my fists but it made no difference. “Tell me you idiot when you received my invitation what were you expecting? Tales of the unexpected and supernatural from the Earl of Ranleigh’s Gentlemen's Club? Pathetic! This is a waiting room Jacob! A waiting room!” He released his grip on me and I more or less slid down the wall, though through some strange means I managed to remain on my feet. He leaned closer to me and spat in my face.  
 
    “You are dead, Ewan!” he said simply, and at that point I wondered precisely what would have happened to me at that juncture if Gabriel Moon had not prepared me for this revelation. Still, Apollyon was not finished with me yet. “This is a waiting room or a weighting room” he laughed, putting a different slant on his pronunciation of the second word. “Here we shall see if you are a worthy member of my club.” 
 
    “As were the other gentleman here tonight no doubt.” I said, gasping for breath as I did so. “Yet what of them? Most seemed at best foolish but hardly monsters or creatures of evil intent!” To my surprise Apollyon leaned away from me and began counting on his fingers. 
 
    “Let me see, shall we? First a gentleman who is too self-involved with his own peace and quiet that a simple act of crockery being broken kills him.” He moved on to his second finger. “Then we have a foolish schoolboy who is essentially crucified as his lust overcomes his reason, as well as a man who tortures insects for his own gratification. Next a man boiled alive by the workforce he treats like dirt and a banker who is so involved with in his own sense of upbringing that he allows a monster into his house under the guise of drilling discipline into his own children! Add to that an ex-soldier who thinks it a good idea to train a house cat to hunt, but also during his army days was a bit over-fond of close bayonet work, a humourless engineer destroyed by a device that he is unable to fathom out is dangerous in the first place despite all of his supposed training, a man who seems to be intent on murdering his entire household and feeding them to the pigs, and then there is Farrager.” He paused slightly, as if considering the last man who had entered the club by walking through the closed doors. “Yet he does not count. Not really. He knew he was in a waiting room already of course. Had been for some time in fact.”  
 
    “It seems an accurate summary.” I said, ignoring his grin. 
 
    “Yes. A desperate bunch of that there is no doubt. Still, you need not fear for them. I have already put them in good stead as members of my club. They are more than busy I think you shall find. 
 
    “And equally content?” I enquired, and Apollyon snorted with delight. 
 
    “You could say that I would suppose.” He said, “Though I doubt if they would agree so themselves.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked, and Apollyon raised his fingers to count again. 
 
    “You must understand Ewan that they were of bad character to a man. They let their base lusts and desires lead them on, and for that if not for just that alone then I am forced to make them suffer. 
 
    “Suffer?” I gasped, though I must say that Apollyon’s face did not seem to contain any signs of regret. In fact, he seemed to be quite enjoying himself. 
 
    “Indeed.” He said and began to count on his fingers again. “I think you will find that I am rather creative when it comes to the art of suffering.” He gave me a wolfish grin and then commenced counting off on his fingers once more. 
 
    “Mister Abraham Glackens I believe was the gentleman with the – what did he call it? Ah yes. The word cross. His desire for a quiet existence and solitude is at this precise moment being somewhat degraded by placing him in one of the noisiest places in my ah… club. I believe he is hardly enjoying it at all. Constant intrusions as it were. In fact, I would be rather disappointed if he was enjoying it, truth be told.” He counted off on his next finger. “Poor Elijah Farrer, with his antics with the scarecrow is unfortunately finding himself in precisely the same predicament. I believe the crows I have set about him are very happy with it however, for his eyes grow back every five minutes and then it all starts over again.” He smiled at me, noticing the horror rising on my face. “Imagine that for all millennia, Mister Ewan!” He seemed to shiver at the point in excitement, but then he was off counting again. “Zakariah Faulkner is finding currently that three pins stuck in your chest is no comparison to having hundreds stuck in you, and poor mister Seamus Flanagan is being boiled alive for all eternity. Just as one cycle ends, so another begins so to speak.” 
 
    “You are a monster!” I exclaimed, but I held my anger in check for I knew there was no advantage to be taken for making sudden rash decisions. 
 
    “Mister Geoffrey Berkley is currently up to his neck in soot. Literally. Whilst Mister Dickinson Evans finds himself falling off a roof onto a bed of upturned bayonets on a, shall we say, regular basis. Cornelius Radley, our poor engineering friend quite frequently finds himself shall we say falling to pieces on an ongoing timescale, whilst poor old Mister Byron Rothering is locked away for all eternity in quite a confined space with all of his endlessly chattering phantoms. No need for an ear trumpet there, I fear. His poor dead wife and accordant retinue do seem to be enjoying themselves though. Finally, Mister Jeptha Farrager is finding out the true dangers of possession but a little bit from another perspective shall we say, and leave it at that. To be frank, I am quite surprised myself at my ingenuity with Mister Farrager.” His hand fell to his side. “Then there is you.” He flashed a smile that was mostly teeth; raw and savage like some great beast of old. 
 
    “What of me?” I smiled, and Apollyon licked his lips. 
 
    “Let us just say that your desire to be top of the hill, the crème de la crème as they say will now be perfectly within your grasp.” 
 
    I smiled back at him, for now I suspected that I was finally aware of the nature of the beast with which I was dealing. Yet I could not see any way out. None at all. 
 
    “Why do you not just throw me through the doors and be done with it?” I asked plainly. “It would surely save a lot of time and trouble.” Apollyon looked visibly shaken by this. 
 
    “No, No.” he shook his head violently. “It does not work like that. Surely you have to enter the doors to my club at some point, and believe me when I say I almost certainly have lots more patience than you have, but you must enter my club of your own volition you see. I cannot force you.” He gave a quick salute which I found a trifle odd. “Rules are rules you see, Mister Ewan. Rules are rules.” And he gave a broad smile. 
 
    “So I have as much time as I want?” I said, moving around him and approaching the two double doors. Knowing now that he could not force me to step through them gave me a new air of bravado but as I approached the doorway that led into the darkened room I was sure I could hear screams from within; not just of one man or two, but of thousands, or perhaps millions wailing in the darkness; speaking of pain and loss and despair. I shook my head to clear it but despite this I could feel a fearsome heat rising from within the room, and as I watched flames began to lick about the walls and floor in there, and yet they brought no light; the darkness prevailed inside there. 
 
    “All millennia if you want it.” Smiled Apollyon. “I have all the time in the world as they say.” 
 
    “Do they?” I said, taking a step towards the open doors and seeing that Apollyon almost held his breath, his eyes never leaving me. I knew now his words were false, but for once he was powerless, for it seemed that the only truth that he had spoken was with regard to the fact that I had to enter of my own free will. That was a fact. The rest I presumed were lies. He would not wait forever. Not he. He had to get me through those damned doors this night. 
 
    “It would appear to me then, Apollyon that we are at an impasse. You wish me to enter and yet I am not certain. That is the crux of it.” To my delight Apollyon snarled at me. 
 
    “You are dead, you fool!” he spat. “You have nowhere else to go but through those two doors!” Yet I knew that he was not telling the truth; or more accurately he was not telling the whole truth. Gabriel Moon had guided me in the right direction, yet at the time I had not understood him at the time either.  
 
    “You will be fine.” Gabriel Moon had said. “Be ready and remember that at the end you do have a choice!” I mulled on his words and smiled at Apollyon. He approached me carefully as I stood on the edge of the room. I could certainly hear screams from within the darkness now, and flames of bright red, as crimson as blood licked at my feet. The flickering flames shone in the dark like a beacon; waiting for me to enter and to be judged. 
 
    “Yet these stories are also all about me.” I said simply and for once Apollyon seemed confused. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked as I stood before the entrance to the room, flames now threatening to reach out and drag me in if they dared. I knew now that this they could not do. 
 
    “These men that you claim to be torturing for all of eternity tell my tale.” I saw him raise an eyebrow. “You do not believe me?” I held up my hand for him and got ready to count. “Abraham Glackens to begin with. A man who desires solitude and is insular in his life. Such a person am I, for my determination to advance overwhelms all else. My solitude is absolute for all who really know me shirk my company. 
 
    The Scarecrow tale relates the story of a man who is scared of real contact and so isolates himself in such a way that it causes his death. Again this can be described as myself, and the death of love in my life. I fear it is not an emotion that can be trifled with. 
 
    The tale of the three butterflies describes three souls. My wife and children, Apollyon, my wife and children, abandoned by my aloofness and appalling state of ignorance of their loss of my love and attention. 
 
    Mister Flanagan’s whiskey still contains details of a man burnt alive by his abuse of those below him. Again, I am guilty of this. 
 
    Mister Berkley’s strange chimney sweeps and vicious nanny relates a story of a family tormented by a monster, and again that monster is I, though I am an abomination more by inattention rather than malice. The result is the same. 
 
    The cat tale plays to my love of animals which I have suppressed, and the single mindedness of Mister Evans has my traits written all over it. 
 
    The engineer’s tale details the story of a man killed by his inability to understand a problem or in this case a device; old man Finch’s lockbox in particular. Again, I was not capable of recognising or indeed acting upon the problem of my isolation until I stepped into this room. 
 
    Finally, Mister Rothering’s tale of phantoms and spectres seems to me to relate the position in which I now find myself, and Almanac, Mister Farrager’s tale seems to tell of what I shall become.” 
 
    “Well done.” Clapped Apollyon slowly. “You have joined it all up.” 
 
    “Indeed.” I smiled. “I said that I had no tale, and you did not seem to mind much, though now it would appear my tale has already been told by the other gentlemen about this table this evening.” I stared at him coldly. “Each tale is about me, Apollyon. They were all mine.” 
 
    “If that is the case then your fate is already sealed, Mister Ewan.” Smiled the Earl and he gestured into the room in which darkness and flames danced eagerly as if awaiting, a dull red light throbbing inside the room now as if baying for my blood. 
 
    “Absolutely.” I agreed, and I used his title for the final time, but I used it with sarcasm and a frown spread across his face as I spoke it. “It does seem to be the case, does it not your Lordship?”  
 
    I smiled and stepped into the room. 
 
    Instantly deep crimson flames leapt about me, tearing at my body. I could hear myself screaming as my flesh was burnt from me, and I could hear Apollyon laughing and gloating from the room outside this pit of fire. 
 
    As the flames tormented me I continued to scream, but now the flames erupted into my mouth, my lungs. As the conflagration began to gather hold I considered my life. Everything was come to nothing. What use was my advancement to the heights of the elite of society to me now? I thought of my abandonment of love and my two children and dear wife I was leaving behind; the three souls who already probably despised my aloofness and puerile grand ideas.  I deserved to die in torment! Let the flames have me! I sank to my knees and the flames followed me and I began to lose myself, melting into ash and death until all that would be left was a soul for Apollyon to harvest. 
 
    Yet there came then into my mind a flash of white and a voice remembered through the red heat, pain and despair. 
 
    “You will be fine.” Gabriel Moon had said. “Be ready and remember that at the end you do have a choice!” There came a roar of indignation from beyond the still open doors inside the room in which I had just bid farewell to Apollyon. Rapidly the face of Moon began to form in my mind and as I did so I forced myself back to my feet. The flames increased in ferocity as I heard the Earl screaming and howling from the other room and suddenly my soul was rent free and up into the night I rose. 
 
    I flew across the sky like a comet, trailing flames behind me. I knew I had to make haste for I had no time to spare. I would be back with the Earl of Ranleigh sooner rather than later. Yet I had adequate time I felt, for my movement was not physical, but almost an imagining. First I stood at the foot of my children’s beds and watched them sleeping for what seemed like a lifetime, yet was surely but scant seconds. With ease I reached out to them, and placed a thought of a kiss into their minds, and I gifted them too with the feeling that at least by myself they were loved, even if I was remiss in never showing it. I knew they would remember when they awoke and so I left them to their sleep. 
 
    Next I visited my wife, and with my love and a kiss I also left with her words of regret and apology that equally I knew she would remember. I left her with the thought too that I was not a bad man; merely misguided.  
 
    Then my time had come and I was instantly back in the pit of fire again. I could see Apollyon staring at me through the door, indecision showing on his face, yet the red flames began to burn brightly again now that my efforts to quell them had been exhausted. Still, I smiled at him for a final time, and I saw his avarice for my soul turn to confusion. 
 
    “Goodbye Apollyon.” I said and with a force of will I gathered the memory of Gabriel Moon about me and made the doors slam shut. “I am ready now, Gabriel.” I smiled, and the flames rose to incinerate me. 
 
    Outside the now closed twin doors the twenty seventh Earl of Ranleigh, Artemus Apollyon had screamed aloud as the doors had shut upon him. Beneath the foot of the doors however the Earl watched as the flames blazed brightly from inside the room and as he did so he screamed and howled in outrage as the light reflected from under the door. 
 
    For now, the flames burned white. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And they had as king over them; the angel of the bottomless pit, whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, but in Greek he has the name Apollyon.”  
 
    Revelation 9:11 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Notes and Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
    When I was much younger than I am now it seemed that every library had a shelf on which resided the much borrowed collection of short stories all relating tales of the supernatural, ghost and of course horror stories. The Pan series of books were a favourite, but it was the older ones; those without covers that were my real delight.  
 
    The thick (invariably) green cover completely devoid of any title at all, though emblazoned (usually in gold coloured ink) on the much broken spine would be the words, “Ghost Stories”. They got my library ticket every time. They were written (or the ones I really enjoyed were) in an old fashioned anarchistic way, where Mister so and so became Mister – and his address 23 - - - . I loved them!  
 
    Not all were works of great literature but for a teenager such as I they spoke of old churches, crumbling manors and dark woods that held secrets and all forms of ghostly goings on, or had a history that contained some horror or another. I would pore over them for hours and the joy was not having to read them in any particular order. The sheer quantity of stories in each volume would keep me quiet for weeks on end, and if I found a book that had the magic words “Volume Two” (or any number in fact that was greater than one) then I would be eagerly searching the library for the other volumes as soon as I was able. 
 
    Which is what I wanted to attempt to recreate in this book, and whilst I haven’t gone as far as using Mister – of – I feel that the end result is precisely what I was looking for. 
 
    There are a few apologies to the historians amongst us, of course. For although my research is generally sound I am afraid I fell somewhat at the first fence with the use of the word cross puzzle. The description is accurate of course, but I am afraid to admit that the invention of the daily crossword was somewhat later than the date I have accredited it to. Everything else is as far as I am aware entirely accurate date wise, and any mistakes within this regard are entirely the author’s fault etc. etc. 
 
    I would perhaps bring your attention to “Uisce Beatha” (pronounced usually as Ishkah beh –ha) as it is indeed where the word “whiskey” comes from, and I draw it to your attention purely for the spelling. In Ireland it is whiskey. In Scotland, whisky. A simple difference, but a word of advice. It is not advisable when buying a bottle of whiskey to end the purchase with the words, “I prefer my whiskey with an “E”” for it can get you into all sorts of trouble, believe you me. 
 
    I would also perhaps refrain from any research regarding the nanny’s description of the Venus Fly Trap in, “A Spoon Filled with Sugar” as a, “tipitiwitchet” which is perhaps just a little more salacious than I wanted it to be.  
 
    Well, maybe. 
 
    For “The Reluctant Paw” I have my own cat to thank for most of poor Mister Evan’s woes, for like him I seem to possess a moggie who has no idea of how to hunt whatsoever. Furthermore, I seem to have a cat that is actually scared of birds! So thanks for that, Smudge. (It’s all about the nose.) 
 
    This brings me to my long list of thank-ees. I have my incredible sister to thank for her copy editing skills. Thank you, Lisa! Also the pixie for her incredible listening and reading and zoning-out skills. (“Overboard” will be finished one day – I promise!) 
 
     I would add also my thanks to the authors of all of those vast compendiums of supernatural and horror stories that entertained me so much in my youth, though sadly most will be by now long gone. Nevertheless, just in case, you have my thanks. 
 
    Finally, as I have spent a lot of time on this book writing in 1857 I fear that the vernacular of the times has broken into my everyday life somewhat, and although I am sure it will fade at the moment any written word I produce tends to sound… well… a little old-fashioned.  
 
    You know that you are in trouble when you begin a letter regarding a parking fine when you begin with the words, “Good day to you, you corpulent vagabonds, forsooth my ire is mighty; my displeasure to be taken for granted…” 
 
      
 
    Say no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael White 
 
    (16th January 2014 – 13th July 2016) 
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    READ ON FOR THE FIRST THREE CHAPTERS OF “ANYONE” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ANYONE 
 
      
 
    Part One: The Theoretical Cat 
 
    Prologue: CDJ Electronics August 3rd 2007 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Blue or Red?” said the tall guy as he rose slightly from his chair to give a brief but firm handshake. It was always the question anyone asked a newcomer in any place of employment on Merseyside and it was always one I dreaded. Not because statistically speaking you always had a fifty per cent chance of getting it right but because in truth I had a one hundred per cent chance of getting it wrong. He had glanced at me; fifty-one going slightly grey and I had assessed him too; big guy, late twenties. Obviously interested in football. It was a thing blokes always do when they first meet. 
 
    “Neither.” I mumbled in embarrassment. “Not really into football sorry.” This answer, although perfectly true, always brought colour to my face and a slight feeling of embarrassment tinged with the thought that by not supporting a local football team (and God help you if you revealed that you supported any team from outside Merseyside) you were letting the side down just a little bit. I had glanced down at the desk where we were sitting and amongst the scraps of crumpled paper, discarded pens and scribbled on notepads there was a coffee stained Everton mug and I could have taken the easy way out I suppose, though I rarely did. The truth will always find you and bite you on the arse. 
 
    The reaction of the man sitting facing me, his glasses balanced on his nose as he tipped back his chair (quite a feat for a chair on wheels I thought) was not however the same usual look of disbelief and disdain. He just raised his eye brow slightly and gave a small half grin that if I were to use one word to sum up how it looked then it would be, “mischief”. 
 
    “Are you gay?” He smiled and the inflection he used made me realise he wasn’t being homophobic. Not at all. He was actually helping me out of an awkward position on my first contact with anyone on my first day in a new job. I knew all this, and he knew that I now knew all of this and he did it all with a half-smile and one eyebrow. I was impressed. 
 
    “Don’t gay people like football either?” I smiled and his smile increased just a little more. 
 
    “Of course they do.” He replied. “It’s just that they all seem to support Arsenal.” I laughed at this and pointed at the Everton mug. 
 
    “I can name the 1966 cup final team though.” He looked at me doubtfully. 
 
    “Go on then.” 
 
    “Right.” I said, counting out on my fingers as I racked my brains. “West, Wright, Wilson, Temple, Harvey, Young.” I could see his eyebrows rising even more as I continued to search my memory. “Gabriel, Labone, Harris.” Still two more. I paused before the names jumped into my mind. “Scott and Trebilcock.” I finished triumphantly and with a flourish just to show off added, “Manager Catterick.” 
 
    The guy gave a slow handclap. “Well done.” He smiled. “How come you can name the team and yet you’re not a fan?” 
 
    “Well when I was a kid there wasn’t much else to do really, it was either football or cowboys and Indians.” He looked at me as if appraising me. I was a lot older than him; fifty one. I had him down for late twenties at best, though I could see even though he was sitting down that he was a big bloke; not fat – not at all, but tall and broad. “Think of it this way. We only had two fucking telly channels. Well, unless you had a posh telly of course and you could get BBC2 as well.” He looked appalled at this. “No internet.” I smiled. 
 
    “Christ.” He said, and there was a flash of that mischievous grin again. “Where did you get your porn from?” I laughed aloud. 
 
    “From the local newsagents.” He laughed. “You usually had to slip it into the TV times and flash it to the poor woman behind the till so she could ring it up on the register along with a quarter of pineapple chunk sweets.” He laughed aloud at this; a warm laugh; loud but full of humour. He stood at this point and held his hand out for me to shake it again, which I stood and did. 
 
    “I thought the nineteen sixties were all in black and white.” He laughed and I joined him. 
 
    “Jon.” He said, raising himself off his chair to shake my hand. 
 
    “I am Luke.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you Luke.” He said, lowering himself down again.  
 
    “And you.” I said. 
 
    It was my first introduction to a man who over the course of the next few years would reduce me to tears of laughter on a regular basis. It is an over-used expression I think, but with Jon it was the truth. He once actually managed to make me laugh so much I was nearly sick. He had a knack for it. One mischievous grin and it was game on. 
 
    Yet that was in my previous workplace. Six years in a technical support role sitting next to a harried and noisy sales department, of which Jon was but one member. He had made the place worthwhile really, and a counted him as one of my very few friends. Down to the smoking shelter we would go and have a laugh, chew over the day’s news and generally take the piss out of everyone. We were a team and both he and I thought the world of him. There would be football talk too of course which he always referred to as “white noise” because you could almost visibly see me zoning out when he started talking about football with anyone who was out there smoking with us. 
 
    “He’ll always give you back a dirty shirt…” I heard him say and so carried on day dreaming for a while longer. Then In October last year I had a really bad water infection and was off work for a few weeks. When I returned Jon wasn’t there. 
 
    “Have you heard the news?” asked Debbie who sat on the other side of the desk from me in what the management laughingly called, “pods”. 
 
    “No.” I said distractedly, trying to catch up on the hundreds of emails that seemed to have accumulated during by absence. 
 
    “Jon has got cancer.” She said and everything stopped. 
 
    “What?” I managed, and she told me. It was in his bowel and a few other places too, Aggressive cancer. The Chemotherapy had to work. 
 
    I felt sick. 
 
    Although we were friends we didn’t socialise outside work – after all, I was nearly twice his age despite everything, and although I knew he wasn’t on Facebook (even though I was) I didn’t have an email address for him or a mobile number. I did know his twitter account though and so I sent him a message. 
 
    “I go off sick with a water infection and you go and get cancer. You really should learn to curb your competitive spirit you know.” There was a few minutes’ gap and then a reply: 
 
    “Ha Ha! I will be back before you know it!” 
 
    He didn’t come back. The chemotherapy didn’t work as the cancer was too aggressive; too advanced. He died two months later on the 31st December 2012. 
 
    I was devastated.  
 
    I guess really a few years later that I still am. I don’t make friends easily and I felt his loss to the extent that I had to leave. Find a new job. I would look at where he sat and hate whoever it was that sat where he used to. Sometimes I would look up expecting to see him, and he would catch my eye and take the piss out of me in some way. 
 
    Sometime I thought I did see him. 
 
    I had to get out. It was time for a change. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “We do not belong to this material world that science constructs for us. We are not in it; we are outside. We are only spectators.” 
 
    (Erwin Schrödinger) 
 
      
 
    So here I was on my first day of a new job. I felt lucky to get it if truth is told as it was a definite step up from my previous job. It was still a technical support position, but the wages were considerably more, the hour’s nine to five and I also had the option of a residential place on site which I had taken up. That would certainly save me some money!  
 
    It had all begun with the advertisement advertising the position of, “technical support person” or something like that. I’ve forgotten the exact wording of the rest of the advertisement now, it was just over a month ago and I’ve got a memory like a sieve, but it doesn’t really matter how the job was described, for when the job description says, “technical support” then you usually found that the job description had absolutely nothing to do with the actual work itself at all. 
 
    So it is an understatement of understatements that the advertisement in The Liverpool Echo had caught my eye the minute my alcohol fuddled eyes slid across it. Not that I’m a regular reader of the Echo or anything. No, in fact I only bought the local rag on a Thursday for the job pages and it was in there that I saw it. The main thing that stood out I am not ashamed to admit is not the fact that the job description was at best vague to the point of non-existent, but the salary, which was enormous. 
 
     I waited for inspiration to come for a few days, mulling it over as if trying to convince myself that I had no chance of ever getting a job with wages as good as that, but in the end I wrote up a letter and CV of what I considered to be of particular brilliance if not entirely factual and once done I made a quick trip to the post office and posted it. 
 
    You could have knocked me down with a feather when less than a week later I received an invite to an interview with the head of the department, a professor Theodulus Wingnut. You read that right, by the way. That’s the prof’s full name. These days I usually just call him “Professor” and I think he’s okay with that. Never complains anyway. There’s no way I could use his real name all the time. I think it’s the kind of name that only a parent would ever love, and an employee could never get used to. I pissed myself laughing at the time, and I must admit I read the name two or three times, laughing like a loon as I did so, but I then remembered the salary and resolved to somehow or another scrape the money together to hire a suit for the interview. Oh, and to keep a straight face when I shook the guy’s hand too.  
 
    I scanned the letter once again, noting the time, date and place. There was a train ticket and schedule included with the letter, and I was surprised to see that I was to be collected by car from the railway station and driven to the company offices where the interview was to be held. 
 
    Which I felt was a bit of over-kill really, as the company offices were only in one of the nicer parts of Cheshire and so not too far away. I didn’t have a car right then but it would have not been any great hardship to get there. So: a bit over the top, but nice to feel that a bit of effort was being put into the process on their behalf anyway. 
 
     Being a bit of a nosey bugger I was slightly wary when I found out that the building itself did not seem to appear on Google Maps no matter how hard I tried to find it. According to the map page the location given in the letter was simply a big empty field, not in any way distinctive from the other fields that seemed to surround it. Weird. I mean, if he wasn’t on Linked-In then who the hell was he? If anything, this made me even more curious but searches for the location and the professors name came up with sweet bugger all every time.  Such things I put out of my head and slowly but surely the interview date came around. I will say looking back on it that in all seriousness there was absolutely no excuse for getting completely pissed the night before the interview. I don’t mean rolling drunk and staggering home with a kebab at 3am. 
 
    I had been completely caned.  
 
    The next morning found me lying on the couch with the uncomfortable thought that for some reason the goldfish was staring at me. The kebab rolled greasily around in my stomach and my mouth felt as if someone had sand papered my tongue. 
 
    “Luke. For God’s sake. Your train is in an hour.” The goldfish focused into view and I noticed my mother tugging at my sleeve at the same time.  
 
    Yes. You got that right. Fifty-one and living at home, though more out of necessity than anything after my divorce. It could be difficult going back home, but it wasn’t too bad unless you actually told somebody that you were still with your parents. Then you were fucked. At this precise moment however I was struggling with the thought that my mum seemed to have turned into a goldfish when I also began to realise that not only was I lying on the couch, but also that the rest of my body seemed to be doing its best to kill me. There were bits of me aching that I’d forgotten I had. 
 
    Placed precariously about three feet in front of where my eyes were attempting to focus there seemed to be a bright orange traffic cone, a small pile of loose change and what appeared to be a stuffed penguin. I vaguely remember falling over a park bench somewhere and my aching shins seemed to be trying to remind me of that. Mum shook me roughly again. The loose change swum out of focus, and then swum giddily back into view. I managed a grunt as I heard mum reminding me that the train for my interview was in an hour. Vaguely my brain managed to grasp this and over the course of the next hour I managed to coax myself off the floor, into the shower and down to the train station. 
 
    The train was on time and I had to change trains just once to head out into the Cheshire countryside. I took the opportunity to take a brief nap in the hope of feeling more human as the hangover began to kick in. Luckily I had a hangover cure powder in the top pocket of my hired suit, and mixing that with a little cup of flat coke from the buffet car I began to feel a little bit less wrecked. I looked at the letter and studied the station that I was to get off the train. Glancing up at one of the line maps overhead I followed our journey from station to station as rail passengers frequently do, though God knows why, because there are rarely any shocks in store. From small pretty looking station to identical next pretty station we went until finally Alverscot was next. I straightened my tie in my reflection in the window, noticing at the same time that I still looked awfully pale, and made my way out of the carriage. 
 
    I dropped the window as the train slowed, made its way over a small road crossing against which no cars seemed to be waiting, and turned the handle on the door as the train pulled past what seemed to be an old coal yard and came to a halt. I disembarked the train and standing on the platform waited for it to pull out of the station before getting my bearings. The station itself was completely empty, not a soul about at all. As the train rattled into the distance around the bend in the track I looked for the exit. The posters on the wooden boarding around the station seemed curiously old fashioned, and I finally noticed a small wooden footbridge at the end of the platform that led from one platform to the next. About half way along a small wooden gate led into a small car park. An old fashioned black car was parked by the gate, and a tall bald man was stood beside it. As I caught his eye he waved stiffly at me and I waved back, before making my way over the footbridge towards him.  
 
    As i got closer I could see that the car was really old fashioned. It looked like something from a mafia film and the chrome sparkled brightly in the early afternoon sun, the black shape of the bonnet almost like a work of art, and on the bonnet a silver Vikings head emblem bearing the words, “Rover 14”. To say it looked spectacular was an understatement. The tall bald man standing next to it was also immaculately suited, two large black suitcases sitting firmly by his feet. He stood watching me as I approached, his face completely blank of any emotion. I held out my hand and introduced myself and the tall bald man shook my hand firmly, verging slightly on the over enthusiastic.  
 
    “Hank.” he said, introducing himself. His voice was deep and emotionless. I said I was pleased to meet him and picking up the suitcases he gestured for me to get into the car and closing the door behind me he placed the two suitcases onto the space beside the driver’s seat and got in. 
 
    Hank wasn’t a great conversationalist though it didn’t really matter. The inside of the car was just as amazing as the outside, the smell of leather was strong and the metal surfaces gleamed. The countryside was spectacular too, though the roads were awfully quiet. Hank maintained no conversation at all, despite several attempts to pass the time of day myself, and eventually the car turned off the small road and onto a long drive that wound in amongst the trees ahead. I paid strict attention to how the office itself looked, for after all first impressions are important, but so far all I could see was trees. They did seem to have peacocks running about the grounds but that was it really.  
 
    The drive turned tightly to the left and a large old fashioned house came into view. I say house. It looked more like a stately home to me. The car drew up outside on the gravel drive, and Hank stopped the engine. He got out quickly and opened the door for me, the two suitcases once again at his feet. “The professor awaits you in the green light room.” he said in his deep voice and gestured for me to follow him into the house. 
 
    The entrance was large and imposing, but the doors opened automatically as we approached, Hank leading the way, carrying the suitcases in each hand as he went. We climbed up a little set of broad stairs and approached the twin glass fronted doors that were sufficiently opaque to obscure the interior of the building. Yet as Hank led the way the doors swished open, revealing a large well-lit foyer that more resembled the foyer of a hotel than some kind of office building. As I crossed over the doorstep and entered the building I felt what I assumed was a small discharge of electricity, probably a remnant from the lush finish of the interior of the car, but it soon passed. Following Hank closely the tall man approached the long desk behind which was seated a young man wearing some sort of Bluetooth headset who nodded briefly to Hank and cast a quick curious glance in my direction. I returned the glance but was more concerned with having a real good look at the foyer.  
 
    It was a bit weird really. It wasn’t anything like what I would have expected. Opulent was probably the right word, but all my mind could settle on was “flash”. There was money on display here, and loads of it too. Unlike any form of logo or notice of any kind. Hank put what looked like the keys of the car on the desk and in a vaguely monotone voice said, “1957.” before continuing, “Interviewee for Professor Wingnut. Luke Williams.” The man behind the desk merely nodded and sweeping what i assumed to be keys from the desktop and stowed them somewhere out of sight before nodding briefly. He consulted a computer screen the top of which was just visible above the well of the desk and motioned off to his right. 
 
    “The Green light room. Professor Wingnut is ready for you.” Hank merely nodded and motioned for me to follow him. Yet again he hoisted the large suitcases one in each hand and motioned with his head for me to follow him. I got a really good feeling that Hank wasn’t a great communicator for so far all he had said to me on arrival and on the journey here seemed to reinforce that opinion. I’d tried a few words of small talk but all I had received in return was either being completely blanked, or at best just a small nod or shake of the head. I could only hope that professor Wingnut was a man of more words, or it was going to be a real bastard of an interview. 
 
    We made our way down a brightly lit wide corridor, the walls of which were interspersed with firmly closed wide double doors off to both sides every five yards or so. I found it a bit weird that none of these doors had any signs at all, and yet Hank continued down the corridor at a brisk pace, the two suitcases still clutched in his hands. We swung a left at the end and joined another corridor which ran in both directions before ending about four doorways away at a dead end, double doors forming the end of the hallway here too. The only difference between this set of doors and the others was a row of three small chairs set up against the wall. At the moment they were all completely vacant. Hank reached the double doors and placed one of the suitcases on the floor before knocking twice quietly on the door. There was a muffled sound of what could have been “enter” from the other side and Hank turned the handle on the door, and over his shoulder told me to take a seat before hefting the suitcases up once again and going through the entrance which closed quietly behind him.  
 
    I sat myself down, staring at the plain pinstriped wallpaper and began to anticipate the interview. I had only been there for about a minute before the door opened again and Hank popped his head through the gap. “Professor Wingnut will see you now.” He said in the same monotone voice and I stood and entered the room, which was surprisingly large. The office was roughly square inside. The far end of the room comprised of ceiling to floor bay windows, through which the grounds outside were clearly visible. A large set of French doors that led out into the gardens stood half open in the wall of glass, before which was placed a large desk. The side walls seemed to be covered almost entirely in bookcases, and a small mobile ladder to access the higher shelves stood off to one side. The books were almost entirely encased in what appeared to be leather of various colours, and there was a definite air of opulence about the room. Behind the desk across the wide room sat a small figure, which I presumed was the professor. Hank stood off to one side, completely motionless, the suitcases at his feet.  
 
    “Ah! Luke!” exclaimed the man who I assumed was the professor as I entered, and walking around the desk he approached me and we shook hands in the centre of the room, confirming that it was indeed Wingnut. 
 
    Professor Theodulus Wingnut was the perfect embodiment of his name. He wore an almost full length white lab coat, at the lapel pocket of which sat several different coloured biros. He appeared to be anywhere between sixty and eighty, wearing a pair of small round spectacles that seemed almost balanced on the bridge of his nose, as if daring gravity to sweep them to the floor. A wide forehead gave way to a shock of thin white hair that looked to me as if the professor had been plugged into the mains just minutes before as it rose wildly in all directions. He had a wide smile though, and a warm friendly handshake, which seemed to last just a few more seconds longer than was entirely necessary, his enthusiasm seeming almost to radiate from him. I smiled in return and noticed Hank in the corner of the room standing as still as a statue. “Come in. Come in!” fussed the professor as he led me to a large chair that was positioned in front of his desk. “Splendid!” he said as if delivering a verdict and made his way back behind his desk. He made a bit of a thing about pulling his chair beneath the table and then clasped his hands together and looked me up and down a few times, pausing only to clean his glasses on his lab coat once. I sat there patiently waiting for the interview to begin, but the professor seemed to be content to continue to beam a warm smile at me as if waiting for me to begin. Awkward doesn’t even begin to describe it.  
 
    This seemed to go on for at least three or four minutes, but was probably actually only about two before I cleared my throat and said, “Technical support job?” which the professor seemed to either not have heard or even understood. He just sat there beaming at me. From the corner of my eye I saw Hank move and place a single piece of A4 paper in front of the professor and from the corner of his mouth muttered, “The interview” before returning to the same immobile state as before. At this the professor sprang to life and snatched the piece of paper up from the desk.  
 
    “Ah yes. The interview. Technical support person.” he smiled from ear to ear. “There you are.” He glanced at me once more before thanking Hank and then turned to face me once more. He removed his glasses once again, forgot to clean them and balanced them back on his nose again. The thick glass in the lenses made his eyes look twice as big as before. I felt as if I was about to interviewed by a vaguely eccentric owl. “By the way Luke did you feel a small discharge of static electricity when you entered the building?” I nodded and the professor seemed pleased at this. “Was it rather strong?” he enquired, and seemed to be genuinely concerned 
 
    “No.” I replied. “Just a tingle.” The professor sat bolt upright at this. “A tingle?” he enquired and I nodded again, wondering what in the name of God all the fuss was about a bit of static. “Probably a little over - enthusiastic on the protective radius of the electron capacitor feedback circuit more than anything.” he said almost half to himself and I noticed out of the corner of my eye Hank turning slowly to face the professor. “Turn the feedback circuit down 3 Sharples will you please, Hank?” and Hank nodded stiffly once and then picking up the cases strode with purpose from the room. I heard a bit of a kerfuffle as the door and suitcase juggling thing went on and then the door pulled shut and footsteps could be heard fading down the corridor. I glanced up from the desk and saw the professor beaming at me once again. “Wonderful chap is Hank.” he enthused. I nodded in agreement before the professor continued, “Well, for an android anyway.”  
 
    I thought I’d misheard him to be honest so just blurted out a quick, “Sorry?” 
 
    “For an android.” repeated the professor as if it was a fact that was plain to see. “1963 model. Completely self-determining, of course. Quite cutting edge for the time.” He paused slightly, before leaning slightly over the desk conspiratorially. “Cheats at chess though.” I nodded my head in a slight daze. Was he really serious? He seemed to be! 
 
    The professor almost seemed to hear my thoughts. “All quite foreign to you of course, Luke. I understand that. But perfectly normal around here. “He smiled broadly for a second. “Hank is one of the last generation of androids. But he is as I have said completely self-determining, and been tested in various locales that a mere man could only ever hope to attain.” I nodded dumbly, playing along but also keeping a very careful eye on the exit. The French windows seemed to be the best bet. “Yes. Hank here we have tested in various areas that would cause grave discomfort and danger to a normal man.”  
 
    He leaned across the desk conspiratorially as if imparting a great secret. “He has attended every five a.m. “Next” Christmas sale for the last three years without injury. Quite remarkable.” He paused to give me a quick smile before a frown crossed his face. “He has bought quite a few questionable ties though. Still, no accounting for taste. He was indeed extremely advanced technology for the sixties. Quintuple multi-threaded processors working in very close harmony with a titanium positronic matrix makes all the difference.” He paused as if thinking of something else. “Knows 53 languages as well.” he smiled. “Even Glaswegian.” I stifled a small squeal of discomfort. “I know.” continued the professor, mistaking my squeal for one of acceptance, which it most definitely was not. “He can run 37 trillion calculations per microsecond and is physically locatable within 0.00003 of a millimetre from anywhere on the planet. Never eats. Never sleeps. Doesn’t require payment of any kind at all. Though I do believe he is quite fond of Ginger snaps. We always ensure that the canteen has some in stock at all times.” 
 
    I gulped, trying desperately to think of a question that would not send the professor off on the by now inevitable axe wielding jamboree, for surely he was some kind of nutcase. There were no such things as androids! I began to look for hidden cameras in case I was going to be the star of a new series of Candid Camera or something. 
 
    I asked the only question that I could think of. “What is it with the suitcases?” I said and the professor’s face fell. 
 
    “Ah.” he mumbled, as if admitting a guilty secret. “They are his batteries.” 
 
     I smiled sickly and the professor seemed a little peeved at having to reveal this. “Shall we continue with the interview?” I nodded in as neutral a way as I possibly could and for the next thirty minutes or so we proceeded along the normal formal routine of an interview. I was quite glad of the return to normality to be honest, and I seemed to be doing okay. Even the professor seemed to be acting relatively normal. Nevertheless I kept the French windows in clear view all the time just in case. Finally, the professor sat back in his chair. He obviously wasn’t a poker player because although I felt I had done quite well there was a vague sense of almost disappointment about him. Maybe my answers had been too vague or formulaic? God knows - he had certainly rattled me with whatever all that crap was about Hank. Still, he seemed unhappy about something or another though he was obviously trying to conceal it.  
 
     “One final question!” he said, smiling and leaning on his desk. “If you were a bird, what kind of bird would you be?” To tell the truth it was the kind of crazy bullshit Oxford University entrance examination question that I thought would be sprung upon me without notice at any second, so I wasn’t entirely fazed by the question. It only took me a second to reply with what was an instinctive answer.  
 
    “I’d be a pigeon.” I smiled and gave the professor my best smart arse smile. I’ll never forget his expression when I said pigeon. If you ever hear anyone say they were deflated, then whatever has happened to them could not even begin to resemble how deflated the professor seemed to be at that particular moment in time. He almost seemed to sag. 
 
    “A pigeon?” He almost sobbed. “Everyone ALWAYS says eagle.” He was almost shouting now. “Why on Earth would you want to be a pigeon?” He removed his glasses and stared at me accusingly. 
 
    “Easy.” I replied. “Pigeons lay blue eggs.” The professor stood bolt upright as if he had been the victim of an electric shock and so I decided to offer a token of explanation. “Pigeons lay blue eggs.” The professor looked even more confused, if that was indeed possible. “Blue eggs are cool.” I finished. 
 
    The professor almost stumbled back into his chair, crumpling into its no doubt comfortable leather covering as if he was a piece of paper being discarded into a waste paper basket.  
 
    “Blue eggs are cool.” he almost sighed to himself. He had an almost defeated look about him, staring away into the distance as if in shock. “They are, aren’t they? Who would have thought it?” he mumbled, and I began to think pigeon was most definitely not the correct answer. “Do you believe in ghosts, Luke?” the professor asked and I thought it was another daft question. 
 
     “Not at all.” I said. “They have no scientific validity at all. In real terms, no more than a bit of fun.” The professor nodded uncertainly but I was now on a roll and decided to continue. “Science should never be about fun.” I concluded in a serious tone. The professor looked crestfallen. 
 
    “Shouldn’t it?” he said, looking worried. “Oh dear.”  His mind seemed to drift a little and he mumbled half to himself, “Maybe it was a bit silly to dress those monkeys in the weather balloon at Roswell in alien outfits. My My, what was I thinking?” 
 
    We sat in silence for a minute or two and then as strangely as it had begun the interview was over. Hank appeared once again and I followed the suitcase carrying potential android out to the reception where I was signed out and as we went through the exit again there was a static shock again, though this time it was a little stronger. Another half hour with Hank in the car found once again  the same dull lack of conversation but soon we were  back at the station once more, though I had noticed that this time there did seem to be a little more traffic on the road. The train was waiting for me at the oddly deserted station and leaving Hank standing at the station almost as if to ensure I actually got on the train, soon I was under way. 
 
    To my total amazement, shock and yes, I shall also say, unease, a week later I received a letter stating that I had got the job. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Interval: 
 
      
 
    Fag Break with Jon: 
 
    “Prison Shoes” 
 
      
 
    “Just because you have decided to dress more casual doesn’t mean you can dress like a teenager.” Said Jon having a drag on his cigarette. We were at the smoking shelter again, and a few groups of people stood around in their own little groups, passing the time of day and so on. This day we were joined by one of the managers from the media section, Colin. Colin had just got divorced, an event that had coincided almost exactly with Colin’s discovery of Primark. Sadly, this had also coincided at exactly the same time as with his forgetting just how old he was: mid-forties, fine start of a bald patch and the conversational skills of a rock. 
 
    “I mean.” Continued Jon, a slight smile playing across his face, “Just look at your shoes.” I looked down at Colin’s dark purple canvas shoes that contrasted somewhat with his off mustard coloured chinos and chequered shirt. He looked like an explosion at a clown convention. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with these.” Sniffed Colin. He knew there was of course, and there was no malice intended. We were just taking the piss. 
 
    “I quite like the shoes.” I said. I didn’t, but I was curious as to see where Jon was going with this. 
 
    “Prison shoes them.” Smiled Jon. “All the rage in Walton Prison I would imagine.” Colin just smiled. He knew better than to retaliate. 
 
    “You have to remember Colin.” Smiled Jon. “You’re forty-four and therefore logically, not a member of One Direction.” 
 
    “Or Buster.” I said smiling. 
 
    “Who?” said Jon incredulously. 
 
    “Buster.” I said. “Boy band in the seventies.” Jon just rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Good result yesterday!” shouted one of the managers to Jon, walking across the car park as they passed the smoking shelter heading to the main door. Everton had lost yesterday, and as Jon was the most renowned Evertonian in the building it was obviously him all the Liverpool supporters couldn’t wait to bump into. 
 
    “Whatever!” shouted Jon back as the manager rounded the corner and disappeared. 
 
    “I think perhaps you’re trying to achieve “available”. Said Jon and Colin looked confused. 
 
    “Your clothes.” Said Jon, pointing in particular to the shoes. “You are trying to make a statement.” 
 
    “I just liked the colours really.” Smiled Colin. 
 
    “Yellow and purple?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Mustard, not yellow.” Said Colin. “You could hardly say that these are banana pants now, could you?” Jon just raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well it doesn’t say, “Available” to me. I laughed. 
 
    “Go on then, Luke – what does it say?” 
 
    “More like, “rapist”” I laughed. Jon snorted, putting his fag out in the ash bin. 
 
    “Desperate.” Said Jon, smiling. “Or maybe “three years for robbing some newsagents. One of the two.” 
 
    “Piss off you two.” Said Colin, extinguishing his cigarette and making to return back inside. “I’ll see you later.” And off he went. 
 
    “Poor bastard.” Smiled Jon as he waited for me to finish my smoke. “Probably living off Pot Noodles and Cup a Soups.” I laughed, knowing he was probably right. “Probably be a bright red Ferrari next.” 
 
    “And a wig.” I mused, and we both laughed. 
 
    “Did you see what bloody Alan has gone and suggested now?” asked Jon. Alan was the latest member of the sales team who was very good at questioning every aspect of what the business did rather than realising that was how it worked and to leave it alone. 
 
    “No.” I said. “What’s he suggested now?” 
 
    “Well.” Began Jon, grinning. I put my cigarette out and we began to wander back across the car park to the main doors. “He has put a plan forward where if we all chip in ten quid a month for the electric bill then the company gets a tax rebate which would earn us back such a rebate that the company could then reimburse us double the amount.” 
 
    “What?” I laughed. “He wants us to pay the company’s electric bill?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Tit.” Laughed Jon as we entered the main door, crossed reception and headed back to our desks. 
 
    Ten minutes later I heard my email ping and opening up a message from Jon, in which he also copied Colin, there was a picture of a pair of bright yellow pumps and a ball and chain. 
 
    “You’re dead.” Came back an email to the both of us shortly after, to which I replied to the pair of them with an email containing a picture of a pair of bright pink trousers and a cell door. From across the sales floor Jon gave me a thumbs up as he sent an email to both Colin and I containing a picture of a bright red Ferrari.  
 
    It took less than a week for the car brochures to arrive on Coli’s desk. They were free to send off for and so Jon had signed Colin up for the newsletter too. We had observed the brochures arrival at reception and the pair of us watched in silence as Colin opened his mail and began poring over the brochures.  
 
    Nodding to each other we then established a sweepstake with all of the office as to how long it wold be before the Ferrari arrived. One pound a go, soon we had fifty members of the sweepstake, all without Colin’s knowledge of course. 
 
    Much to Colin’s disgust, the eventual winner was Laura from the research department with sixteen days. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Vague statements are interchangeable.” 
 
    (Robert Mager) 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke?” the professor asked, squinting at me through his smeared round spectacles across the dining room table. “Do I own a cat?” In all fairness it wasn’t the weirdest question he had ever asked me, not even close. “Prof” as I preferred to call him (never when he could hear me though, that would usually end up with him giving me an over the eyebrows glance, which was definitely in the arse kicking end of the staring scale) had a bit of a talent for either asking or stating all kinds of weird shit. I had come to the decision that he didn’t make any sense at all most of the time.  Yet we got on okay. It was almost like looking after a child sometimes, and yes, sometimes he would look at me as if I was like some sort of kid. I guess I admired his casual eccentricity, his unique and slightly off centre way of looking at the world sometimes so funny that I had to actually excuse myself from the room. 
 
    On this particular day however I was sitting in the professors book lined study at my small desk by the door going through the day’s mail. We had only just started work and it was quite early. The professor always insisted on starting early as according to him before 8am was “the best part of the day”. It took some getting used to. Believe me. Before I started this job I don’t think I even realised that there were two one O’clock’s in the day, never mind getting up early. I think that the entire idea of morning was like an alien concept to me. This job had put an end to that. No problem whatsoever. 
 
    “Don’t you know if you own a cat?” I smiled, taking a swig from the cup of tea in front of me that I had made sure I had made. The last one the professor had made for me had been almost undrinkable and vaguely blue in colour. I suspected he had used one of the not quite empty flasks from the laboratory downstairs to fill the kettle. The professor smiled at me from across the table and picked one of the many pens that littered his desk. Almost without thinking he moved it forward about two inches and placed it back down carefully, almost as if moving a chess piece. In an Absent minded way, he looked under the table as if try to spot the cat in question and then smiled back at me. 
 
    “Well I’m not quite sure.” he said, removing his glasses and wiping them on his ever present lab coat. “If I do indeed possess a cat then I haven’t seen it relatively recently.” As if to emphasise this he looked under the table once more and then straightened up, pushing his glasses back up his nose as he did so. 
 
    “You have a cat bowl and litter tray in the utility room” I pointed out, trying to help him out. This merely seemed to make him irritable. 
 
    “Yes yes - but that hardly proves that I have a cat now, does it? Merely that I possess the implements for potential ownership of said cat.” 
 
    I sighed under my breath. It seemed that we were about to undertake another one of the professor’s rambling arguments that once concluded didn’t seem to make much sense at all. I inwardly grimaced as he began to move pens around on his desk once again. 
 
    “We must keep an open mind at all times Luke and the evidence here quite clearly dictates that the existence of said potential cat...” he drifted off, and the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece was the only sound that suddenly seemed to swell and fill the room. The Professor suddenly stood up, accidentally knocking the pen onto the floor. “...Or a theoretical cat!” he suddenly exclaimed, and raised his finger in the air as if testing for a change in wind direction. He paused to look at the floor as if musing this over and then repeated his conclusion. “Yes. A theoretical cat, Luke!” With that he dashed from the room, his lab coat trailing behind him as he went. I could hear the sound of things being moved around in the utility room as if he was looking for something. Several exclamations came from that direction as he continued the search for whatever it was that he was looking for, which was presumably what he now was thinking of as his theoretical cat. So it always was with the professor. Since I had taken the job I had as the saying goes, learnt to “expect the unexpected”.  
 
    I’ll tell you what. There’s no University education you could take that would prepare you for this job, but slowly but surely over the previous months once I had got used to the professor’s ways he had slowly opened up to me some sort of vague indication of what he was working on and possibly what my part in it was. But it had not always been that way. Oh no - at first I was completely in the dark, and the process of getting the professor to open up about what exactly it was that he was working on was akin to peeling an onion - slowly, layer by layer, and usually with tears in my eyes.  
 
    I will tell you what, it was a journey alright, and not in any way the boring technical support job that I thought I was applying for. Whether it was a pleasant shock that it was completely different remains to be seen. I suspected that the professor had lots more to reveal to me about God knows what. Yet it was always interesting. Sometimes vaguely crazy too. I mean, this is a man who keeps a spreadsheet for the best time to visit the local barbers, for fucks sake. Colour coded and everything. Weird. Real really weird. 
 
    The job itself was relatively easy. The professor’s real title or titles to be more accurate was head of Information Technology, as well as being the Director for research and development, and finally the Main product development analyst. The company had several departments, though the main brunt of my work dealt with handling technical support issues for the sales departments, though all of my calls for that aspect of the job were done mostly remotely by either telephone or remote support. There were also visits needed to the sales department to replace faulty equipment of course, but that seemed to be pretty rare. I did rather think that the professor thought that I was also like some sort of personal assistant to him as well, but that was fine because it helped relieve the tedium of the “my mouse won’t work” and “Outlook is looking funny today” calls, in which I found the fault usually lay between the chair and the mouse.   
 
    So I suppose that my new found job was a triumph for blue egg thinking. If indeed that was what determined my acceptance by the professor. Some days it is quite difficult to tell. Like then, when he was busy looking for his theoretical cat. I know a whole lot more now than I did then of course, but there are still huge swathes of stuff I have absolutely no idea about at all. Of one thing I was certain however, and that was that the professor most definitely did not own a cat. He had a cat bowl, basket and litter tray but no cat. The bowl and litter tray had remained resolutely empty during the entire six months I had been there. No cat. But this was the best way to approach things with the professor. As a general rule of thumb, he liked it best if you answered a question with another question I found.  
 
    Looking slightly hot and bothered, if not to say downright out of sorts he reappeared in the office entirely catless. His lab coat blew out behind him as he reached the French windows and seeing me hesitating gestured for me to follow. “Come on, Luke!” he shouted almost in irritation. “I am not sitting here all day waiting for this theoretical cat to turn up; we will take a trip to the village to clear our heads. The cat can wait for now!” I grabbed a pad and stuffing a biro into the lapel pocket of my shirt followed the professor across the lawns and into the car park. Ten minutes later we were in the small Cheshire village that was the nearest thing to civilisation for miles around. The village was so quiet even Tesco hadn’t heard of it, but there was a post office, which was a nice change these days. There was also a barbers, a coffee shop, a particularly quaint little pub called, “The Gym and Splint” for some odd reason. 
 
    There was also a butcher’s shop as well as a small gifty style shop that seemed to actually stock almost everything. I had yet to catch them out with not having something behind the voluminous counter anyway. It was a bit like a twenty-four hour Asda on Saturday morning, only not quite as big inside, though that didn't seem to stop them stocking absolutely everything. It was all counter service, of course which was very old fashioned and quaint. The shop was run, staffed and owned by Mr Hinnerty who had the curious distinction of being able to produce with no notice at all absolutely anything and everything you could ever want to buy, but was also the biggest teller of tall tales I have ever had the pleasure of talking to in my entire life. If you took Hinnerty at face value he’d been everywhere, done everything, and met everyone at least twice. He was the biggest fantasist I’ve ever met. I mean, half of the guy’s lies weren’t true.  I still remember the first time I met him. That was on the first week of what the professor had conveniently labelled as my induction week. But that is another story. The induction was, and is, even stranger than the interview. In fact, they don’t even begin to compare. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “I have never let my schooling interfere 
 
    With my education.”  
 
    (Mark Twain) 
 
    (Part One) 
 
      
 
    “Come in Luke!” said the short broad shouldered man that I now knew to be referred to as “Bridges”, as he ushered me into what was to be my accommodation for the foreseeable future. It was a great perk of the job. No rent, no utilities, poll tax and so on. Coupled with the slightly embarrassing salary I was still pinching myself at getting the job in the first place. “Let me show you how your room works!” exclaimed Bridges, his enthusiasm for what was after all just a room at the end of the day puzzling.  I think at fifty-one I was fairly up to speed with how a room worked. 
 
    Nevertheless, he flicked the switch and the room lit up. I turned to have a look and I was, I think it is fair to say, impressed. The large king size bed was through a small doorway to the right but the main part of the room itself seemed to be a very large living room. A ceiling to floor bay window filed the far wall, through which sunlight splashed across the lushly carpeted floor. We were three storeys up, and the view across the Cheshire countryside was spectacular. I tore my attention away from that and noticed two other doors off to my left. I strode across the large room and saw a very plush bathroom through one door and a small kitchen through the other. The living area had several chairs placed around a large widescreen TV and a broad metal trimmed desk sat off to one side, upon which was placed a large computer workstation. 
 
    I drew in my breath as Bridges carried my cases into the room and placed them off to one side against the wall. He was a strange looking guy, I reflected. He seemed to be all overcoat, shoes and flat cap, with what may possibly have been a bushy black moustache covering the parts of his face that his pulled up overcoat collar and flat cap didn’t. His voice was the most imposing part of him, being deep and yet also pleasant. You couldn’t help but warm to the man, even if you couldn’t actually see him.  
 
    “The heating and lighting controls are on the wall here.” he said, pointing to the obvious dials placed by the exit. “There are instructions for the kitchen appliances in the top draw by the cooker, and a leaflet by the television remote over there. The internet is on your computer over there, along with your username and password.” He tapped where I assumed his nose should have been but wasn’t actually sure in a conspiratorial way. “No porn.” he almost laughed and I felt my eyebrows rise. “Only kidding.” he continued to laugh in his deep bass voice, “It’s not monitored.” he paused to reflect, before seeming to reach a decision to continue. “I wouldn’t push it though.” he finished finally and I gave him my best, “thanks, but it’s time for you to go” smile. Sadly, it didn’t work. He just stood there immobile, staring at me carefully almost as if he was weighing me up.  For a second it crossed my mind that he might be waiting for a tip, but then it also occurred to me what the professor had told me about Hank. 
 
    “Is the internet here fast?” I asked in an attempt to create a conversational diversion and derail my train of thought completely at the same time, and the small man nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Very!” he replied as if he was trying to sign me up for it. “Bandwidth is three Ogden’s.” he said almost in awe.  
 
    “Ogden’s?” I asked, no idea of what he was on about. 
 
    “Yes!” he exclaimed almost incredulously, “Three!” I decided to leave it at that for now and took a casual glance across the room once again. He returned to his unmoving posture again, and once again I was reminded of Hank. 
 
    It had been Hank who had picked me up from the station, of course, just the same as when I had come for the interview. The same car or at least it looked it, and there couldn’t be many of those in circulation I would have thought. Way too old. The conversation was as scintillating as usual too, that is completely non-existent. Almost like the level of traffic. The roads seemed even quieter this time than the last! I had watched him as we entered the building, getting the same tingle of static as we entered, the tall man still carrying the suitcases, or possibly batteries, and then he had left me at reception where Bridges had arrived shortly afterwards. He had taken my cases, led me to this room, and now the room was apparently fully explained he stood completely immobile. I decided to take a punt. More for a laugh than anything, really. 
 
    “So are you an android too?” I asked him, his response being a loud roaring sound that may have been laughter. His shoulders may also have been moving up and down, but it was quite difficult to tell. 
 
    “No. “He replied, still making the strange noises that I had now decided was laughter. He held both his hands out horizontally. “See?” he asked, waving his hands up and down. “No batteries.” he continued chuckling, and I remembered what Wingnut had said about the cases that Hank seemed to continually have in his presence.  
 
    “Ah.” I said, trying to remember precisely what the professor had said. “But surely later generation androids have smaller batteries?” I asked, fishing for more information. I figured it would be a lot simpler to know if the person I was speaking to was human or not. That is if I accepted what the professor had said as fact, of course, and not just the ravings of a loon. Bridges continued chuckling. 
 
    “Ah well. There are no older generations you see, Luke. No point really.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well the planet is filling up pretty rapidly already, don’t you think? No need to add to that by making our own occupants.” I nodded my head. Made sense. 
 
    “So Hank is the only one?” I enquired. 
 
    “Yes he is the only one.” He paused for a second, considering this, reflecting on something. “Good job too.” he finally continued. “We have trouble keeping up with the ginger snaps he eats. Never mind if there were more of them. Finally, he began to move towards the door. “Just let me know if you need anything, Luke. I am more or less the janitor, butler and head cook and bottle washer around her. “He paused for a second before crossing out into the hall. I gave him my thanks and he departed down the corridor, shouting as he went. “Hope everything meets your satisfaction. It’s not a bad place to work. Canteen is behind reception, by the way. Just follow the red lines on the wall.” and with that he rounded the corner and was gone. I quietly closed and locked the door, and turning around rested my back against it and taking in the room for the first time on my own. 
 
    It was enormous. I felt like doing a lap of honour around it, but settled instead for moving my cases into the bedroom and then returning to the desk and switching the computer on. To my surprise it booted up almost instantly, asking for a username and password. I picked the slip of paper up from the desk and entered them. There was the usual request to reset my password and then it was on. I spent a few hours just browsing this and that, and realising that I was not hungry at all, decided to unpack a few essentials and go to bed. 
 
    It was a restless night. Like being on holiday and waking up in the middle of the night wondering where you were and why the wardrobes have not only moved from one side of the room to another but also changed in shape, size and colour too. I was wide awake long before sunlight began to stream through a gap in the curtains and fall on the base of the bed. I rose and pulling a dressing gown from my case showered and made my way into the kitchen. I was pleasantly surprised to find that the kitchen seemed to be fully stocked. Fresh milk was in the fridge, bread in the bread bin on the kitchen worktop. I made coffee and some toast and sat in front of the breakfast news basically waiting for something to happen.  
 
    Once I had formally accepted the job I received my start date and time but apart from the fact that it mentioned I would have a two-week induction course there was very little in the latter that explained exactly what that course consisted of. I was still none the wiser, and therefore I was more than a little pleased when I heard the rustle of a piece of paper being pushed underneath the door of what I already considered in my mind to be “the flat”. 
 
    Turning the television off I crossed the room and picked up what I found to be a single piece of A4 paper with my first weeks’ timetable typed up carefully on it. Returning to the chair I scanned the list of events. The first three days seemed to be taken up with introductions to the various departments, structure of the office departments, human resource appointments and so on. Tours of the building. That sort of thing. Probably a list of do’s and don’ts as well. The usual new stuff. Where the canteen is. Fire drill. Working hours and so on. 
 
    By the end of the second day it really was as dull as it sounded. It was all stuff I needed to know of course, but still hardly exciting. The working hours themselves to be quite obscure, but at least I had every weekend off. Not that in mattered much to me. I had a few friends from home and I rarely made the effort of going out of my way to meet up with them. I was quite looking forward to the seclusion to be honest. That and the absurd amount of money they were going to pay me of course. 
 
    It was also I found, really vague. I was surprised when the very first thing we did on Monday morning was to sign the official secrets act, but I suppose it made sense as it was related to me that we did handle some government work from time to time. I just hadn’t anticipated having to do that but it was kind of cool at the same time. Working hours were next, and seemed fine. Pay scale was pretty bloody spectacular, and the sausage rolls in the canteen were to die for. By the end of the second day I could find my way around most of the building (which seemed to be surprisingly small given the size of the entrance and the grounds) and even work the microwave in the flat. The latter I considered being a major achievement. I had never managed the one at home. I was feeling empowered. Official secrets act and microwave manual in two days, things were definitely looking up. The third day gave a structure of company departments in perspective to where the office I was assigned to was placed. At best it was vague, general stuff. At worst it made my head nod as if it was made of lead after a particularly large canteen sausage roll We had an early finish on Wednesday quite simply because I think they ran out of things not to tell me.  
 
    Thursday was mostly taken up with various checks by men with stethoscopes, running machines and various long needles. They took my blood, a piece of hair, compared dental records and eventually both literally and figuratively took the piss as well. That was an early finish as well. I think they also ran out of things to ask me about my health, which was of course fine by me.  
 
    None of this of course involved any communication with Professor Wingnut at all. Various faceless Human Resources people yes, doctors and nurses; all interchangeable. I didn’t even see the professor about the building. Not even the canteen. Friday however, was set out for spending the last day of my first week with him. The subject was marked clearly as “On the Job Familiarisation”, and as I was to be working in the professor’s department assistant then the day was set to one side to spend with him. With the boring but necessary stuff I had had to endure I was kind of looking forward to it. I thought that if nothing else it would definitely be different. So Thursday I had an early night and woke bright and early to get myself ready for spending my day with the professor. I wouldn’t say I was excited, as such; more curious. I suppose the French have a word for it as they say, but I’ll be buggered if I know what it is. All I know is I got up early, had my breakfast and made my way to what they called the Green light room. I was feeling quite pleased with myself for two reasons: Firstly, I knew where this room actually was, and secondly, I knew how to get to it too. The first time I had simply followed Hank, but now I knew exactly where the Green Light Room was in relation to the rest of the base. 
 
    So I found myself approaching the double doors that led to the professor’s room with more than a little air of anticipation. Still, I kept an even pace and stopped just in front of the doors, knocking loudly on them. Nothing. I have often wondered in the small hours (bear with me here) some of the more obscure rules of etiquette. How many times for example do you have to thank someone for holding a door open for you if you are following them down a long corridor with lots of doors? (Just the once, apparently. Any more than that is considered vulgar. Right.)  Or that awkward moment when you pass the same person in the corridor later in the day. Do you say hello (again) or not? Again, apparently a simple nod or a quick “hi” would do. Or, the one that was most prominent in mind right at that very moment was how long do you wait until you knock again without appearing either impatient or rude. I was definitely the former, but hopefully not the latter. I was thinking about this as there didn’t seem to be any response from within the professor’s office at all. Nothing. So I knocked again. Still nothing. Awkward. 
 
    So I took a seat and waited. The day was due to begin at nine am and although I had been a little early the time had now moved on while I waited. I sat on the same chair I had sat on at the interview and from time to time (probably every thirty seconds or so, but it seemed longer) I tried a long loud series of knocks on the door. Still nothing. I put my ear next to the door and listened. Not a sound. Five past nine came and went and by now I was in a right panic. I knew I was in the right place but nevertheless several times I pulled my copy of the itinerary out of my jacket pocket and re-checked it. Nope. I was completely, definitely sitting outside the right room. It was by now ten past nine and I knocked loudly on the door more in panic than anything, just as I noticed Hank rounding the corner of the long corridor and heading in my direction. 
 
    The suitcase/ batteries (whichever explanation you chose to use. I had one for the batteries, but not one for the suitcases. Maybe he was in a perpetual state of anticipation of a holiday. Who knows? ) were still in his hands, but I finally settled on what was peculiar about his walk. I had had a vague feeling of unease since I had first met him but could not quite put a finger on what it was that was particularly odd about it. I got it now as he headed towards me up the corridor. I realised that when he walked his head never moved from side to side. It was if he was focused on something just on the horizon that only he could see and that he was heading towards it without fuss, at his own pace, but that his attention never wavered from it at all. Eventually he reached where I sat and stopped dead in front of me. He did not turn, but remained in profile. In his usual monotone voice he asked, “Can I help you, Luke?”  
 
    I pulled my itinerary out of my pocket at waved it at Hank’s side. “I have an appointment with Professor Wingnut at nine am.” I spluttered. Hank didn’t move at all. “Green light room.” I finished. Again Hank didn’t move, though I thought I may have noticed his ear twitch slightly. Suddenly he spun to face me and his left eye twinkled slightly. 
 
    “The professor doesn’t respond to knocks.” he said in his same emotionless monotone voice. I looked at my itinerary again almost in accusation. “Just go in.” I gave him my best friendly smile and as I went to turn the handle on the door it suddenly shot open, the professor glancing around the corner of the door as if waiting for me, his wild white hair just as crazy and seemingly wind swept as the first time I had met him. As he saw me he waved his arm impatiently, and disappeared from view. His voice from within the room however was loud and unmistakable. 
 
    “Come on, Luke!” he shouted, though I now couldn’t actually see him. “We have to get a haircut!” I walked into the room and drew to a halt, looking around me. The professor was standing by the double French doors, pulling a small tweed jacket over his lab coat. 
 
    “A haircut?” I gasped out of breath, and the professor nodded vigorously before pulling the French windows open more and running out onto the lawn. I gazed around the Green Light room. Everything seemed more or less exactly the same as the only other time I had been in here. The book shelves, the furniture; same large desk. If anything the desk maybe looked a little more untidy than it had before, if that was indeed possible. The professor popped his head back around the large French windows once more, and scooped up a large piece of paper from the desk.  
 
    “Come on, Luke!” he exclaimed almost in exasperation. “We will be moving from blue to purple in…” he paused to consult his wristwatch, squinting at it through his small, smeared glasses, “Fifteen minutes!” With that he was gone.  
 
    As I stood open mouthed I moved to the French windows and spied the professor pausing at a line of trees across the lawn, gesticulating wildly. I ran out of the door and made a shortcut diagonally across the grass as I suspected that Wingnut was heading for the car park at the head of the drive. 
 
    It crossed my mind that if anyone was watching me from the windows then they may have thought I had lost the plot to be honest. I scooted across the lawn shouting after Wingnut to slow down, my shirt tails flapping in the breeze after me. Eventually I caught him up in the car park just as he opened the door of a very old mini and clambered inside. I stopped to get my bearings. This car park seemed to be much bigger than the one I had been used to, but looking around to get my bearings I could see that it was definitely the same car park I always arrived at and departed from. Just a hell of a lot more cars. I stood there mouth open, thinking it also looked a lot more modern than I remembered it. My attention however was interrupted by the professor leaning across the seat of the mini and winding the window down. “Come on Luke!” he yelled. “The barbers will be red at this rate!” I clasped the door handle of the car and jumped in. I had no idea what Wingnut was on about. And he was driving!  
 
    He reversed the car out of its parking space and we made our way out of the car park onto the main drive. There certainly seemed to be a lot more lamp posts than I had previously noted! The professor had folded the piece of paper he had taken from the desk and at the moment it obscured a small square of the windscreen. I searched in vain for a seat belt, and finding that there didn’t actually seem to be one, decided to grasp tight hold of the seat instead. 
 
     Reaching the end of the drive and turning right we left the office behind us and we were on the main road. I noticed all kinds of details I hadn’t on the previous occasions I had travelled on the road. Plenty more traffic as well. Quite busy in fact. 
 
    “So how are you finding your first week, Luke?” asked the professor as we passed under a small railway bridge that seemed rusted; old and definitely not in use any more. Vegetation seemed to hand down from the parapet over the edge of the bridge itself. In some ways it seemed quite quaint, and I wondered casually why it was so overgrown. 
 
    “Very well thank you, professor Wingnut” I said, smiling at the professor as he negotiated his way along what presumably passed as an A road in these parts. We had turned off the main road and the difference in this lane was quite marked.  Bits of it looked more like a goat track to me as we got further and further away from the office. 
 
    “Oh no need to use my full name.” he smiled, narrowly missing a small duck that seemed to have wandered into the road. I clung to the seat a little tighter as the professor continued to accelerate down the very narrow lane. “Just “professor” will suffice.” and he lifted his glasses off his prominent nose and gave a broad wink. 
 
    “Okay. Erm... Professor.” I said, as the car continued to accelerate. “Nice car you have here.” I had noticed just how new and clean the inside of the car was, and although it had no seat belts which more or less made it an original model from the early sixties, it had clearly been well looked after as it was in such a good condition.  
 
    “I am a bit of an antique car collector you’ll find.” He said. “The Rover is mine too. The one you were collected from the station in. This one is much more economical to run though. Three Fairclough’s to the gallon you know!” 
 
    “Right.” I said. “Three Fairclough’s, eh? Who would have thought it?” The professor tapped the wheel again, and giving a big proud of himself kind of smile beeped the horn loudly three times. The sheep in a nearby field looked startled as we drove past, passing a sign that read, “Caldecott One Mile” by the side of the road. 
 
    The village when we reached it very soon after was a typical sleepy English village. Or more likely, what most chocolate tin manufacturers would consider to be a typical sleepy English village. There was a small circular parking area surrounded by a quaint village green, around which were clustered a few small shops, and then the road leading back out of the village. That was it. I spent the first five minutes looking for a pond, but there didn’t seem to be one. The professor pulled the handbrake on and turned off the engine, before snatching the large piece of paper he had brought with him from the dashboard. He quickly unfolded it and placed it on his knee.  
 
    It appeared to be some kind of multi coloured spreadsheet. Leaning across to have a look I could see that the days of the week (excluding Sunday) were the fields across the top, and the vertical column seemed to be the hours of the day between 9am and 5pm in fifteen minute increments. Although there were a few gaps uncoloured on the spreadsheet, most were carefully shades in lots of different colours right across the colours of the rainbow. I read across the days of the week to Friday, then down to 9 am which was coloured red, 9.15 which was orange, 9.30 which was purple, and 9.45 which was blue. 10am followed it, which was back to purple. I glanced at the professor who was busy poring over the spreadsheet, and took note that most of Saturday morning seemed to be red. I looked at my watch. 9.40 am. The professor poked the coloured in cell marked as 9.45am and folding it carefully, placed it in one of his jacket pockets. 
 
    “Come on, Luke!” he shouted. “Time for a haircut!” and leapt out from the car, making his way across the village green towards a small glass fronted shop with a red and white barbers pole painted on both of the bright wide windows, and the small red front door as well. I hadn’t expected the professor to lock the car door of course, but I had expected him to close the car door. Maybe this was what my job was actually all about, following him round closing doors after him! Reflecting upon this I closed mine and making my way around the car I shut it for him, before following him at a brisk pace across the village green.  
 
    Depressingly, the sign above the barbers seemed to be of the same pun filled area of shop naming as all other barber shops, and was called, “Mullet Over”.  I have absolutely no idea why barber’s shops simply have to have a pun in the title. “A Cut Above”, “Cliptomania”, “Hair Today Gone Tomorrow”, Though I do have to admit a rather sneaking admiration for the one I had once seen called, “The Grateful Head.”  Mostly however it is completely beyond me. Maybe it is some kind of hairdressing tradition? Who knows? I caught the professor up. He was stood outside the barber’s shop, his nose more or less pressed up against the glass window. He tutted loudly to himself, muttering, before pulling the paper from his jacket pocket once again and studying it carefully. He barely noted my arrival, but thrust the paper at me. 
 
    “Is this cell here blue, Luke?” he enquired, and I had a look at it. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Quite irregular!” he muttered loudly, taking the spreadsheet from me once again. “Yet there are three people waiting to get their hair cut!” he said almost in disbelief. I peered through the window and yes, there did seem to be two men seated on the chair beside the entrance. Two hairdressers were busy cutting the hair of a further two customers. One was a small short woman, the other a tall-ish blonde man dressed in skinny jeans and tight T shirt. He was snipping away flamboyantly at the person seated in his chair, hair flying here and there. From time to time he would stop, wave the scissors or comb about, talking to the mirror and then continuing. This routine was quite mesmeric. Almost as if he was dancing. I thought that maybe he looked a little older than his clothes would suggest though. In fact, he looked a little like at least two of the members of Erasure. In fact, the only reason he did not look like all of the members of Erasure was because I was not entirely sure how many member of Erasure there had actually been. 
 
    “What is the spreadsheet for, professor?” I asked as he pressed his nose up against the glass again. Inside the shop the tall man finished cutting his customers hair and with a flourish pulled the cover from him, almost dancing behind him with a mirror to show him the cut at the back of his head. The professor tore his attention away from the shop and pushed the spreadsheet into my hands once again. 
 
    “Years of observation and recording.” he said, pulling a purple pencil from his pocket and re-colouring the 9.45am slot from blue to purple. “Every time I pass this shop I take careful note of the number of people waiting for a haircut and depending on the number waiting record it on the master sheet her, old boy.” he said, putting the pencil back into the depths of his pocket. It was the first time he had called me that, but it would certainly not be the last. It never stopped being irritating though.  
 
    “So blue is good, and red is bad?” I asked and the professor nodded furiously.  
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “But surely it changes all the time?” I asked and the professor actually looked disappointed. 
 
    “Not at all.” he said. “The conjunction of required haircuts is a constant that can only be affected by the availability of said cuttees. Clearly there is an aberration of some kind. I shall check this with my master sheet back at my office.” He looked disappointed, and folded up the sheet and put it in yet another pocket. “Never mind. Still, let us enter.” 
 
    “We could wait a little.” I said. 
 
    “Indeed we could, Luke. Hence the existence of my recorded data in the first place.” He opened the door and made to enter. “Nobody likes to wait for a haircut, Luke.” he sniffed and entered the shop. I paused holding the door open as a younger man in a “Regulus Telecom” T shirt exited bearing a brand new haircut. He smiled his thanks and went on his way.  Grimacing at the professors back - he hadn’t even noticed the departing customer, never mind holding the door for him -  I followed him through the door and took a seat. 
 
    By now the male hairdresser was snipping away at his new customer, and the girl was pulling the cover off her current one. That left one more for her and then we were next. I had thought that I didn’t really need a haircut, but seeing as how I was there I may as well get it done. Especially if I was being paid to get a haircut. The professor seemed to settle into the manner of most men waiting for a haircut: complete lack of eye contact, reading a paper or fiddling with a mobile phone. The professor did the former though he did at one point pull the spreadsheet from his pocket, peer at it closely before tutting very loudly and then putting it back into his inside pocket. 
 
    This drew the attention of the male barber, who looked the professor up and down once, sniffed and then turned back to face the man whose hair he was cutting in the chair, talking to him through the mirror. “Twenty-five years in show business!” he exclaimed loudly, before continuing talking to the captive customer. I couldn’t quite make out what else he was saying, but I did notice the man in the chair squirm from time to time. The girl next to him was well into cutting her customers hair by now. She paused, looking for something below the mirror.  
 
    “Have you got the clippers, Les?” she asked and the tall male barber made a dramatic bow and plucked the clippers from below the counter before passing them on to the girl, who was still looking for them below her side of the counter.  
 
    “Here we are Sandy.” he said, passing them to her. The professor tutted loudly and Les gave him a look that should have killed, but Wingnut was completely oblivious, and just carried on glaring at the two hairdressers. Eventually Les seemed to decide to ignore him and went back to talking at his customer. Sandy finished before Les and so once done the professor was more or less hopping from foot to foot and once she asked who was next he shot into the now vacant chair and asked for a trim. In my opinion Les seemed to have been taking his time so that Sandy was the first to finish, and once the professor was safely ensconced in her chair then he seemed to suddenly finish with his customer and then it was my turn.  
 
    Les settled the cover over me and looking at me in the mirror asked me what cut I wanted. I settled on a short trim too, and Les picked up his scissors and began. There was a short pause as he began snipping at my hair and then he paused, caught my eye in the mirror and said loudly, “Twenty-five years in acting! Who would have thought it?” Wriggling in my chair slightly I sighed inwardly, caught his eye once again and replied, 
 
    “Really?” and then we were off. 
 
    Ten minutes later we were both stood outside the barbers. I’ll give him his due, Les did a good cut, but I had been subjected to a very precise and exacting account of his long and exciting career in amateur dramatics, the people he had worked with, what he referred to as his stage reviews and so on. I was just nodding in agreement towards the end but he kept checking I was listening by catching my eye in the mirror. There was only one interruption to the listing of his long and illustrious career which was when the professor’s cut was done and he left, calling to me that he would wait outside until I was done. Les watched him leave in the mirror, the professor bending over just behind me to retrieve his spreadsheet which had dropped out of his ever expanding jacket pocket and once the shop door closed behind me he poked me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Did he not like his hair?” Les asked, staring wistfully into the mirror in front of me, clutching his bright yellow comb like a dagger. 
 
    “No idea.” I said. “I guess not. He has after all just had it cut.” In all truth when I had seen the professor leave the barber’s chair his hair did not actually look any different at all.  
 
    “Yes.” hissed Les impatiently, “But he had it cut yesterday.” He paused, the comb held up against cheek like firmly as if trying to draw blood. “And the day before, come to think of it.” 
 
    “I think he’s a little eccentric.” I whispered and Les raised an eyebrow, preparing to return to his acting credentials. 
 
    “I’ll say.” he finished, and we were back on to the subject of his thespian tendencies. 
 
    Eventually we were done however, and after coughing up a relatively reasonable couple of quid for the haircut I joined the professor who was standing outside patiently waiting for me. 
 
    “Where now?” I asked, and the professor pointed across the green to the furthermost of the small shops that were arranged around the grassed area in a horseshoe shape. 
 
    “Guided tour.” he said. And off he went. I followed. 
 
    “This is the nearest village by far from the office.” He said as we walked across the green. He stopped and pointed out the shops in turn. “Handy to know who does what. There is the barbers of course, as you have seen. Then over there the local butchers. He does a nice jellied pork pie.” He smacked his lips. “Very tasty. Mr Loin runs that.” 
 
    “Loin?” I asked, smiling. The professor didn’t seem to be phased at all. “Yes. His predecessor, Mr Joint was a nice man too.” I felt my eyebrows slowly rising. “Then there is the coffee shop over there.” He pointed in the general direction of a small colourfully painted shop outside which sat several small tables. Tully’s was the name on the sign above the door, and apparently according to Wingnut their sandwiches were extremely good. Appropriately this was stated on a large chalk covered sandwich board outside the shop. The soup today was tomato. “Mabel is the lady who is the proprietor there.” he continued. “Very good with mayonnaise. Then there is the general store over there which is run by Mr Hinnerty. Sells everything, Luke.” 
 
    “Everything?” I laughed. 
 
    “Indeed. Try him. You’ll see.” he tapped his nose conspiratorially. “Always good for a spot of Helium three in a pinch. Saved many an experiment.” I smiled broadly, not entirely sure whether he was joking or not, whilst at the same time being completely baffled as to what helium 3 actually was. Maybe it was the stuff they put in balloons to make them float.  
 
    “I will indeed try him out.” I said, intrigued. We came to the end of the green and now found ourselves outside the local pub. It looked just as traditional as you could imagine it to be. Thatched roof, broad wooden door, which was of course firmly closed at the moment. Small sweet shop like windows obscured the interior but I thought that I may possibly pop in for a pint over the weekend.  A large traditionally painted pub sign hung high over the entrance, and although it was painted in a traditional manner, the pub was rather oddly named, “The Gym and Splint”. 
 
    “Odd name for a pub.” I said aloud, and the professor grimaced at the pub sign above our heads. “Looks nice and traditional.” I mused, and the professor continued to sneer at the sign. Dragging his attention away he strode forward, heading towards the cafe, and then abruptly stopped, pointing at the pub sign.  
 
    “Nice beer garden.” he considered, “Though the pub sign itself could do with a little work.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” I asked. True, it did picture what seemed to be a plastered leg and a set of dumbbells, but apart from that it seemed to be okay.  
 
    “The spacing on the sign is all wrong.” he said. I glanced at the sign. It looked okay from a distance - I certainly hadn’t noticed a flaw with it but up close it looked like the words, “Gym and Splint” were very unevenly spaced. The word “and” seemed afloat in the middle of the two other words. The professor sniffed loudly and we moved on.  
 
    “Tea!” shouted the professor and we made in the direction of Tully’s. When we entered a bell sounded above the door and a long strip curtain parted at the back of the cafe by the counter, around which I saw a large portly woman peering at us through the curtain. “Morning professor!” called the woman who was presumably Mabel, and the professor raised his hand in greeting, taking a seat just inside the door. Trade was obviously quiet as we were the only customers in there. “I’ll be with you in a minute.” she finished, and the curtain drew closed again.  
 
    “Very good teas here.” said the professor as I took a seat facing him. The table was covered in what appeared to be a plastic red chequered cloth. Salt and pepper pots sat in the centre of the table, between which was sandwiched a small hand written menu. I took it up and had a look at it. It seemed to be the usual kind of stuff: beans and bread were available in various different permutations.  “Just tea for me.” said the professor as Mabel appeared beside the table.  
 
    “Me too.” I agreed. It hadn’t been that long since yet another grease laden breakfast in the work canteen, and I wasn’t hungry at all. Mabel nodded and made her way back to the counter. 
 
    “Well that is the tour over.” said the professor, rubbing his hands together. “All amenities covered. It’s a bit of a walk from here to the base though. Just ask Bridges if you require a pool car. Plenty available.” I nodded enthusiastically, hardly believing my own ears. This was getting better by the day! Free petrol now! 
 
    “Thanks.” I mumbled as the tea arrived and the professor leaned back as Mabel placed the steaming cuppa in front of him. 
 
    “Excellent!” he exclaimed. “Thank you, Mabel.” Mabel assured us it was no problem and then returned back to the counter. The professor turned his attention back to me. “So what do you think so far, Luke? Learnt Much?” I spluttered on my tea.  
 
    “Well I know where the canteen is.” I laughed, and the professor smiled. “And the Green Light room was as well.” 
 
    “Ah yes.” smiled the professor, wriggling slightly in his chair. A new customer came in and took a seat on the other side of the room, glancing at the menu as he sat down 
 
     “But apart from that, not much at all. Nobody seems to be particularly keen to actually advise me of a few things, really.” I said with a deliberate air of disappointment. The professor looked puzzled. 
 
    “And what may they be?” he pulled a pencil from his top pocket and began to tap it against the pepper pot. 
 
    “Well two things mainly. The first is what my job actually is, and secondly what it is that we do at the office. Nobody seems to want to tell me.” 
 
    “Ah.” The tapping stopped, but the pencil remained in mid-air, pre-tap. “Well the answer to the first is obvious. The sales department have shall we say a certain predilection to buggering up their work stations in all kinds of interesting and vaguely unnerving ways. You are here to convince them to desist to do so. It is why our technical support department is so small. Most things are relatively easy to fix.” 
 
    I nodded at this. Seemed pretty standard stuff. 
 
    “You are also here of course to help me.” I looked puzzled. “Make sure I keep up to date with all correspondence, be where I am actually meant to be.” He paused slightly as if considering if he had missed anything out. “Make sure I don’t fall down any mine shafts.” he concluded with a laugh. 
 
    “Have you ever fallen down a mine shaft then?” I smiled, and to my surprise the professor stopped to think. He looked at the ceiling, almost as if racking his memories for anything that involved a mine shaft. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” he finally said. “Still, you can never be too careful, I should imagine. Nasty things, mine shafts you know.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Indeed. So how about what the office actually does?” I continued. 
 
    “Well that is a little more difficult.” The pencil remained in mid-air, but his other hand now rubbed his chin. The tea seemed to be forgotten. I leaned forward a little in anticipation. The professor seemed to be having difficulty in summarising exactly what it was he was apparently in sole charge of. He began to tap the pepper pot again, and then seemed to reach a conclusion. “We are here to ensure that nothing happens.” he said, and picking up his cup, took a large sip of tea. 
 
    “Nothing happens?” I asked incredulously. He nodded. 
 
    “Preferably.” he smiled. I felt myself getting angry. 
 
    “Is anything in danger of erm… happening?” I asked. I noticed my voice sounded a lot testier than it had done before.  
 
    “Oh yes. Indeed. All the time, in fact.” the professor concluded emphatically. “Quite so.” He noted just how confused I looked. “Let me put it another way.” he said, pausing to consider a different approach. “We deal with events.” he said, and sat back seemingly pleased with himself at reaching this conclusion.  
 
    “Events?” I sighed, and he nodded enthusiastically. “Professor, that’s just like saying that we deal with “stuff”. It doesn’t actually mean anything. It certainly doesn’t get me any nearer to understanding what you do here. Can you be more specific? These things that are in danger of happening, is there anything in particular?” I asked. The professor looked as if he was struggling to think of anything at all. Then again, I was beginning to get the impression that this was usually the case. 
 
    “It is quite difficult to explain without compromising your induction you see, Luke. We are working very much on the basis that we are warming you to the job, as it were.”  I had absolutely no idea what he meant by this and told him so. 
 
    “Give me a break, professor. Or failing that, give me an example.”  Wingnut leaned back in his chair and threw his head back, staring at the ceiling. He began to tap on the pepper pot again. A minute passed. Two. Mabel had by now served the other customer, and was glancing suspiciously at our by now empty cups from behind the counter. 
 
    “For example,” I said finally in exasperation. The professor didn’t look as if he was going to reach any conclusion any time soon. “Is Hank really an android?” 
 
    The professor looked distracted by this, as if I was derailing his presumed train of thought.  “Why don’t you ask him?” he said, and went back to whatever he was trying to remember.  He suddenly sat back upright. “Just don’t mention the ginger snaps. He seems a little sensitive about that.” I nodded my head dumbly. 
 
    “Okay I mumbled.” just as the professor sat bolt upright once again. 
 
    1965.” he said as if struggling to remember all the facts. I found myself drawing my chair closer to the table in anticipation. “Picture the scene, Luke. The whole country was still suffering from the economic effects of the Second World War. The land fit for heroes had yet to materialise. Positively overdue in fact. There were still food shortages. Technology was at best rudimentary. Everything was dull, dark and grey. Even The Beatles had stopped touring.” I nodded as I pictured it. I had been a kid at the time, but as Jon had said, perhaps the past was in black and white. 
 
    The government had concerns that the general doom and gloom was affecting morale and therefore productivity throughout the country. So they called us in.” 
 
    I waited for the next bit but nothing seemed to be forthcoming, so I pressed on. “So what did you do to solve the situation?” I asked, and he smiled almost as if in triumph. 
 
    “We invented call centres.” He said proudly, and smiled broadly. 
 
    “But call centres are awful.” I stammered. “Nobody wants to work in one. Certainly nobody wants to phone one. Every single employee, employer and customer despises them and all that they stand for.” I had expected him to be annoyed at this of course, but he simply smiled. 
 
    “They are.” He said decisively. “Which was exactly our plan. Call centres are of course sinkholes of despair and gloom. By creating them we concentrated the depression actually in the call centres themselves so that the rest of the country could get on with the business of being happy.” 
 
    I was astounded. I’d never heard so much nonsense in all my life.  “Did it work?” I half laughed. 
 
    “Absolutely.” He smiled. “Productivity rose by 22 and a half percent I seem to recollect. Morale was restored.” he paused as if weighing up his options. “Sadly the Beatles never toured again. Still, you can’t have everything, I suppose.” 
 
    “So from the office we run call centres?” I asked. I was vaguely disappointed at this news, but at least I had an answer. Or I thought I did. The professor chuckled across the table. 
 
    “No, no!” he exclaimed. “Not at all! It was just an example Luke, just an example.” He probably saw by the expression on my face that I was beginning to consider that I was back to where I started. He leaned across the desk and held me by the elbow then patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Luke. At the centre of our modern business we sell cloud based solutions to governments and companies around the world, but all will be revealed in time. Come on, break is over!” and with that he was at the counter paying for the tea, for which Mabel looked eternally grateful. I however was simply in a greater state of confusion than I was before. I have an inherent distrust of any company that has the word, “solutions” in front of it, unless the two words preceding it are “contact and lenses”. It just seems a bullshit wankery way of saying absolutely nothing at all; like white noise. I didn’t say this to the professor of course. 
 
    We made our way back to the car and headed back to the base. I was now in a state of even more confusion as to what to actually call the place where I now lived and worked. Was it a call centre? The professor must have noted my confusion because as we made our way through the static charged entrance again he looked at me almost in sympathy. 
 
    “This must have been a long week, Luke.” he said, “I have nothing planned for you this afternoon so you may as well take the rest of the day off.” I must admit I felt a little deflated as I was looking forward to maybe learning a little more about what the professor actually did. But an afternoon off is an afternoon off, and so as we drove up to the car park the professor made a small detour and let me out at the entrance to the building. Thanking him profusely I exited the car and as I made my way behind it I saw him wind down the window on his side and poke his head through it. 
 
    “The pub sign, Luke!” he almost yelled. “Five “ands” and all grammatically correct, you see!” I shook my head. I had no idea whatsoever what he was on about. 
 
    “Sorry?” I managed and he smiled. 
 
    “The problem with the spacing on the Gym and Splint is that the word “and” is irregularly spaced.” I nodded. Up close it certainly looked that way. 
 
    “Well then.” he said triumphantly, “The space between the words Gym and and and and and Splint are far too wide.” He gave a very wide wink, popped his head back inside the window and roared off in the direction of the car park. I just stood there on the drive, my head reeling as the sound of three car horn beeps faded into the distance. 
 
    “And and and and and…” I think I muttered.  
 
    I decided to spend the afternoon in bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    “It's All Make Believe....Isn't It?” 
 
    (Marilyn Monroe) 
 
      
 
    Les looked out of the barbershop window as the old white haired guy and the other man walked across the green in the direction of the cafe. Sally was just putting the finishing touches to the customer in her chair, and there was only one man waiting.  
 
    “That mad old bugger has been in for a haircut every day this week I’m sure.” he whispered to Sally in a theatrical fashion: loud enough for everyone else in the shop to hear, but not loud enough for anyone to comment on the fact that they had heard. 
 
    (There is an art of doing his of course, though usually it requires a fence to be between person A and person B.) 
 
    Sally stepped away from the customer she was just finishing and looked through the window as the two men strode across the green.  
 
    “I did the old guys hair on Monday.” she said, and returned to putting the finishing touches to her customer. “Never seen the other guy though.” 
 
    “Quite dishy.” said Les dreamily, twirling his comb in his hand as he spoke like some kind of hirsute baton. “That mad old guy is a bit weird though. Hardly has any hair cut at all. “He continued to peer after the two men. “Just as well, I suppose. He’d be bald by tomorrow at this rate.” Turning his back on the two rapidly disappearing figures he dismissed them from his mind and returned his attention to the shop.  Les had done his preparation for the day, of course. Every morning before starting he looked at the weather report for the day. He did this for the UK, Portugal and Spain. Les found Portugal to be the most popular holiday destination of the three these days and therefore worth knowing. Not everyone holidayed there of course, but it was a good starting point. Beyond that he would improvise, as usual. 
 
    “Next!” shouted Les at the one-man queue and the man approached the chair. Les assumed his usual posture when calling for his next customer: almost if he were assessing the scale of the job, and the cut to come.  Les reckoned this one to be mid-forties. Looked more like a reconstruction than a haircut to him. The man sat in the chair and Les caught his eye in the mirror as he covered him up with a gown. “What’s it to be?” Les received several vague instructions that most men above a certain age (usually once the ages between 27 to 30 were safely just a memory) gave to the person cutting their hair and nodded in acknowledgement. There was a pause as Les tried to catch the man's eye in the mirror, and as he managed to achieve this he waved the comb extravagantly and leaned forward slightly. In a loud voice that carried across the entire empty shop he pronounced brightly, “Twenty-five years in show business.” Slight pause. “Who would have thought it?” The man in the chair wriggled uneasily and smiled. Obviously he was a regular, and had very possibly heard this before. Les settled down to cutting hair whilst at the same time describing his questionably illustrious acting career in microscopic detail. 
 
    Les considered it a way to pass the time. He had the usual hairdressing triple whammies of where are you going on your holidays, is it your day off, and isn’t the weather awful under his belt of course, but this was something beyond this. He was fairly certain that not many hairdressers (he refused to consider himself a “barber”) could entertain and regale their customers with stories from their acting career. It was a unique string to his bow, and he intended to play it as much as he possibly could. 
 
    In addition, of course he found it interesting. He paused, scissors in mid snip, remembering when he first caught the acting bug. “Les Sanderson! Come out of that clothes cupboard right now!” his mum had called as he had emerged at the age of five dressed in some old jumper and scarf that he couldn't walk in without tripping over. His mum saw a child in a long jumper. To him he was a pirate, or a secret agent or a king. He really had got the acting bug that early. In fact, (and his scissors paused over his customer’s head mid-snip as he thought of this) he had known he was and always would be an actor even before he had realised he was gay. 
 
    “How odd!” he said out loud, and the customer in his chair squirmed a little, trying to catch Les’s eye in the mirror whilst counting his ears at the same time. Les came back to himself and to his customer’s visible relief began to cut his hair again. The customer hadn’t taken the bait with the twenty-five years of acting line and so it was the weather, holidays in the Algarve and what the guy was doing with his day off. Gardening, it appeared. “Dull, dull, dull.” thought Les and finished the cut as soon as he could. A minimal tip sent Les into even more of a flat spin and so it came to nearly lunch hour and not a single customer who needed a haircut. It was like this some days, he thought. All or nothing. At this precise moment in time it was definitely nothing. “I think I’ll take an early lunch.” he sighed, looking out of the window and up and down the square outside. There were a few people about, but not many. None seemed to be heading in the direction of the hairdresser’s shop however. Sally simply nodded and Les decided to pop along the square to Mr Hinnerty’s to get a sandwich.  
 
    Stepping out of the shop he made his way along the square to the general store. There was a certain art to getting in and out of Mr Hinnerty’s shop in less than forty-five minutes. The first rule was never to ask a question that could in any way be related back to a tall story of any kind, and the second rule was at all times to remain focused on what you wanted. It was very easy for Mr Hinnerty to distract you, most people found. Les simply approached it as if it were some form of acting challenge or test. Primarily, he pretended to be simple. For Les this gave one benefit: quick service. From Mr Hinnerty’s perspective this made him extremely wary of getting a haircut, and he would only ever let Sally cut his hair. He thought it was a bit much allowing a man who clearly had a few marbles loose to cut people's hair. There was however, a compromise of kinds: on most days Les took sandwiches to work with him. Sadly, this was not one of them. His act worked however, and he left the general store within a time period that would have amazed any other customer that frequented the store, carrying a freshly wrapped chicken sandwich in a neatly folded brown paper bag. Just to be extra careful and provide extra customer service, Hinnerty had written “sandwich” in large friendly letters on the front of the bag, 
 
    He hurried back to the hairdresser’s shop. He had brought his scrapbook of press clippings with him today and he had a new one to add. He had decided very early on in his career that he would keep every newspaper clipping he could find, whether they were good or bad. His rationale was that once he made the big time (he thought of it in his mind now as “making it big”) then the reviews that were less than perfect would be the source of many an amusing anecdote once he was a major player in the field of UK entertainment. He compared this to the Hollywood producer who once famously remarked that a then unknown Fred Astaire couldn’t sing, couldn’t act, was going bald and could maybe dance a little. Les stroked his own full head of hair. He liked to keep it short - you could never tell when you may be required to wear a wig for a part - and although his dancing skills were by his own admission limited, his acting skills were, as far as he was concerned anyway, considerable. Not that the cuttings in his scrapbook would seem to agree though. The vast majority of his reviews were terrible. Still, good to his word he kept them anyway. One day when he was lunching at the Ivy he would be able to dine out on them. He hoped. 
 
    He flicked through the scrapbook now, his latest review put off to one side ready to be sellotaped in. He munched distractedly at his chicken sandwich as he scanned the reviews page by page. Unlike the reviews, the chicken sandwich was very good he thought. The beginning of the scrapbook was probably about twenty-five years old now, and some of the earlier cuttings were definitely showing their age. School plays mostly. He moved forward a few pages, scanning the words as he did so. He was fairly well insulated from most, if not all of the scathing comments therein.  
 
    “Les Sanderson was unfortunately disappointing.” 
 
    “More wood in his performance than there is in the New Forest” 
 
    “Sanderson must learn that lurking is not acting. One’s eye is rarely drawn to him; if it is then it is purely out of curiosity.” 
 
    “This man is depriving a village of an idiot. Can’t act for toffee. Awful.” 
 
    And so on. Les did not feel anything about them really. He knew he was good. What did a drama critic know anyway? If you knew it, do it, if you can’t do it, teach it, was his motto. They were all arseholes. He was just awaiting discovery. He looked around the small store room that doubled up as the canteen. Fame couldn’t come soon enough as far as he was concerned. At least then he would be able to drink decent coffee. He unfolded a tea towel from the radiator and gave a few mugs a wipe, placing them back on the tiny table once he was done. 
 
    He didn’t feel like putting the new cutting into the scrapbook right then. It was as equally scathing, but he had a thick skin. Sometimes, like now, less so. Les closed the book and sat staring at the water boiler. He could see into the shop from where he was and could see that it was still quiet, Sally busying herself with brushing up whilst she had the chance. Les had the feeling that it was going to be one of those quiet days, then also began to wonder if the old guy would be back again in the morning for yet another haircut. He placed his scrapbook back into his rucksack, carefully folding the as yet unattached new cutting inside the pages. 
 
    He considered his acting career so far. School plays, amateur dramatics. He was a fully-fledged member of the local amateur dramatics club, and though they rarely let him take centre stage as such he was always there for rehearsals, performances, meetings. He just had this unshakeable faith that one day he would be a famous actor, and nothing that anyone else could say or criticise his acting abilities for, ever swayed him from this idea. He had spent several fortunes over the years on coaching, lessons, and courses and had completed them all. He did know however that there was something missing in his acting skills. Something at the core of his dramatic personality just didn’t fit, and it rubbed at him endlessly, like a pair of badly fitted shoes.  He had of course tried everything to fix this issue: method acting, various workshops and courses; the lot. He had spent many a lonely night sitting up into the small hours trying to find his motivation, and so on and so forth. He felt that he was getting it right. He knew he was missing something, however. He just didn’t know what it actually was. 
 
    He sighed deeply and peered around the doorway into the shop. It was still empty but he noticed an older guy walking across the green and heading straight for the shop. He knew he was coming in because of the way he was walking: looking to see if the shop had any customers waiting; not committing himself. Once he saw that the hairdressers was indeed empty his pace increased exponentially His lunch was over so he went back into the shop. 
 
    “Do you want to take your lunch?” he asked Sally, and she put the broom down. The floor was spotless as it was. 
 
    “I’ll go and get a sandwich myself.” she said brightly, “Yours looked lovely.” and went into the back of the shop to get her handbag. Les smiled distantly. He could not remember eating the sandwich at all, never mind if it was tasty or not. 
 
     He stood patiently waiting as the man from the green reached the shop and entered. To the customer’s slight surprise Les ignored him completely and as the man removed his jacket and stood waiting, Les failed to acknowledge him at all, instead standing motionless. He stared across the green to the pub, watching the pub sign swaying in the slight breeze. He wasn’t sure what it was but there was something elusively strange about that sign. It was something to do with the lettering, he thought, but could not get any closer to figuring out what it was any more than that. He shook himself and studiously not paying any attention to the customer shouted, “Next!” The customer looked around, making a bit of a show of checking that he was the only person in the shop, and seeing that yes, he definitely was he took a seat. Les covered him up, and catching his eye in the mirror decided not to ask for instruction with regards to the type of cut the customer wanted. Short back and sides was almost certainly exactly what the man was about to say. How many times did he hear that a day? He sighed deeply and managed to catch the customer’s eye in the large mirror.  
 
    “Twenty-five years in show business!” He suddenly exclaimed, and beneath the cover the customer jumped as Les continued. “Who would have thought it?” 
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