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In Hiding

from Ghosts

R.B. Russell





FOR THE FIRST TIME since his arrival in Arkos the Right Honourable David Barrett, M.P. was up early, washed and dressed and standing on the quay. Behind him the town seemed angular, dusty and harsh, but the sun was bright and glittered off the sea. In the distance the island of Elga looked green, fresh and inviting.

There were a number of fishermen about at that hour, stretching out their nets to dry and talking with good humour amongst themselves. They didn’t seem to mind him staring at them, trying to fathom their actions. At least Barrett had now seen them with their boats: it had appeared unlikely that their craft were intended to be purely picturesque.

It was cool enough to stand in the sun and enjoy its warmth without discomfort, and the Englishman felt it on his face as he closed his eyes. When he opened them again it was to see a boat approaching from the island.

A man in a red shirt sat in the back of the small craft by the outboard motor, the sound of which reached Barrett a few moments later and increased in volume as he came into the harbour. Barrett assumed that this must be Simon. There was nowhere obvious for him to tie up though, so the pilot of the boat pointed to a small wooden jetty a short distance away and turned in that direction. 

Barrett walked over to meet him, stepping over the paraphernalia of the fishermen, watching as the man cut the engine just before the jetty, and let the boat continue under its own momentum. He was not intending to stop, however, and as the boat came alongside Barrett, he motioned for the English M.P. to jump aboard while it was close enough. It rocked and lurched as the man stepped in, and immediately the pilot pulled at the engine and it started up again. Barrett marvelled that anyone could appear to be so at ease on the water, moving about the boat gracefully, turning it and giving the engine full throttle once he had it aimed back in the direction of the open sea. His passenger sat towards the front and once he had composed himself he enjoyed the slight breeze and the sprays of water that came over the side from time to time.

“I assume that you’re taking me to see Taylor?” he shouted over the noise of the engine. 

The young man smiled, apparently in agreement, and Barrett told himself to relax. Even if this man wasn’t Simon and didn’t speak a word of English, what did it matter? He had become so tired of his predicament that he no longer cared what risks he took. What could be worse than the calamities that had so recently befallen him?

The boat left the harbour, passing a couple of birds which Barrett assumed were gulls; they seemed unconcerned at both the boat and the small wake that made them bob up and down. Barrett could see further up the mainland as Arkos shrank behind them, and noticed that Taylor’s island was still quite sheltered, despite being a half mile out at sea. Along the coastline to the north there appeared to be army buildings of some kind, but they may well have been older fortifications. They were too far away for him to be able to see whether they were still in use. To the south the coastline looked a little gentler, though still rocky. The tourist beaches were at least a couple of dozen miles further away with their stretches of inviting sand.

The island of Elga grew closer, and through the dark green of the trees Barrett could make out two houses. They were both built of the dull yellow local stone, but one looked run-down and perhaps burnt-out. Then the sun reflected off something brightly and was immediately gone again.

The boat soon started to skirt the island and they made for what Barrett now saw to be a very small harbour with one other similar boat in it. The engine was cut, as before, and they coasted in and alongside a low concrete arm in which were set rusty iron steps. The young man deftly took the rope and climbed up, pulling it through an iron ring. The boat stopped with a jerk and was then secured against the wall. The sea here was clear, unlike the harbour at Arkos, and Barrett could see the sand a few feet below him. Fish darted past and apparently out into the wide water of the Mediterranean.

He stood uncertainly and climbed up after the pilot, who turned and offered him a hand.

“Welcome to Elga,” said the young man with an unmistakeable northern English accent.

“Thank you.”

Just ahead of them was one of the houses.

“You’re expected up there,” Simon suggested, but Barrett took his time to look out to sea, wondering if he could make out a coast on the far horizon. It was strange to be on an inland sea; having been brought up on the south coast of England he had always assumed that such stretches of water went on forever, getting colder and wilder. But this was enclosed, safe-seeming.

Barrett turned back to the house; it was magnificently situated. A series of stone terraces led up from the harbour to its whitewashed walls. Trees pressed all around this side of the island, but Barrett could see that they thinned further around, allowing views to the north. It seemed so much cooler there than in the town. There was a breeze blowing, and the stone balustrade, when he touched it as he ascended the last few steps up to the house, was still cold. There was vegetation everywhere, with brightly coloured flowers. And there were lizards, motionless, willing the sun to burn with more heat. Next to him, in the grass, a cicada shrilled, and high above in the blue vault a bird called.

Taylor appeared, standing on the top step in front of the house.

“Welcome to my domain,” he said with a broad smile on his great, square face.

 

Only two days previously Barrett had booked himself into a Spartan hotel in the small, dusty Greek port that the guidebook had insisted had little to commend it to the casual tourist. He had arrived in darkness, and it was without great hopes that he had drawn back the curtains on his first morning. He had no idea of what to expect and, frankly, it could have been worse. There was a small bay with boats in the harbour, but the buildings were too modern to be attractive, and perhaps the boats were too functional to really be pleasing to the eye. He had been woken early by the sound of the cars and scooters under his window, the noise of which echoed around the semi-circular port long after they had passed out of it.

At that moment he tried not to think of why he had ended up in Arkos, but, unbidden, recent memories of his wife’s face, the Prime Minister’s anger, and the newspaper reporter’s obvious enjoyment of his plight rose up before him. He had been able to face up to the scandal for only so long. When his Party had publicly chastised him he still had the support of his wife, but when she decided that she should distance herself from him, then it had all become too much to bear. Friends slipped away from him, becoming mysteriously unavailable, and his family suddenly found it impractical to see him. For almost a week, when he thought that he had the support of those around him, he had been able to ignore the fact that he really had made a career-ending mistake.

On his first morning in Arkos he borrowed the guidebook from the hotel lobby and read about the local archaeology. He thought that perhaps he should try to see it, but he found life much more relaxing if he simply sat in the little café in the middle of the harbour and watched the world pass by before him.

The café was dark but bustling and he had formed the notion that he would sit there and write. Despite all that went on around him, he was trying to explain on paper the set of circumstances that had allowed him to appear to pocket the old lady’s half a million pounds. It was a technical argument, and one that he felt he should be able to defend. On the first afternoon, though, he had started to lose interest, and he ended up playing draughts with an old fisherman who came in to drink retsina. The language barrier meant that they could not talk and that suited Barrett.

It was at the end of his second day in the café, when he had all but abandoned writing, as the sun was setting splendidly over the sea, that a man was suddenly at his shoulder.

“Hello there. Barrett, isn’t it?”

He looked up and saw a very tall man; he was large in that way that denoted aristocratic blood. Barrett was only a Socialist for the sake of his political career, but he had never liked this kind of person with a booming voice, air of confidence and expansive gestures. He was over-sized, he assumed, because generations of his family had been well-fed at the expense of ordinary people.

“Yes,” he agreed, reluctantly. “I’m David Barrett.” He had already decided that if challenged he might as well reveal his identity.

“I’m Taylor, Ferdinand Taylor. You remember? We met at Hugh Golightly’s party, after the Derby, oh, twelve years ago?”

Barrett stood up reluctantly and had his hand engulfed in Taylor’s. It was squeezed mercilessly.

“Twelve years, is it?” asked Barrett, who was not sure if he recognised the man.

“I’m afraid so. I’ve been here for ten years, you know. Rarely see a pale English face. So why are you in Arkos?”

“Don’t ask!”

“Oh, like that, is it?”

Barrett nodded and offered the man the chair opposite.

“How is old Golightly?” the man asked.

“Oh, you know, still stinking rich.”

“Still able to lose a fortune on the horses each year without ever touching his capital, eh?”

“I’m surprised you remember me.”

“Oh, I had years working as a journalist. Trained myself to remember faces and facts, gossip and indiscretion.”

He looked pleased with himself, but was concerned at his companion’s hang-dog expression.

“What’s up, old man?”

“I just can’t believe my bad luck, that’s all.”

“I’ll try not to take that personally.”

“Well, I’ve come all the way here to the middle of nowhere to escape the British press, and who do I bump into? Only a bloody journalist!”

“I’ve retired, dear fellow, I’ve retired.”

“But do you chaps ever hang up your notebook? Isn’t it worth a few thousand quid for you to phone your old paper and cry, ‘Hold the front page! David Barrett’s in hiding in Greece’?”

“No, not anymore. I left England under a cloud myself. But what have you done, old fellow, what have you done? If your whereabouts is worth that much money…?”

“You really haven’t heard?”

“No. There’re no British papers to be had here. So, have you been caught shagging your secretary?”

“No. It’s financial… ”

“No need to justify yourself to me. I’m well out of that game.”

“I’m not sure that I believe you.”

“I’ll come clean. Ten years ago a certain newspaper editor was discovered to have had a gay affair, despite the anti-homosexual rants in his newspaper… ”

“It sounds vaguely familiar.”

“Well, I was the one who sold the story to his rival newspaper.”

“I hope you were well paid?”

“Handsomely. But then, I had to be. Because I was his lover.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And they had to pay enough to make it worthwhile that I was a part of the story. And they did. And I have taken an early retirement… here.”

“In Arkos?”

“No, not quite. I have a small island just out there,” he waved his hand in the general direction of the sea. “It’s called Elga.”

“But why here? Because it’s remote?”

“Well, an old school chum owned it and was talking of selling-up. When I looked into it I was impressed that I could afford a whole island. Arkos itself was dismissed in the particulars as a ‘small and friendly port where hotels overlook the boats and the nets of the fishermen’.” He waved out of the café window in confirmation.

“So, do you want to know the details of my disgrace?” asked Barrett, feeling that perhaps, after all, he would like to justify himself to somebody who might listen without having been prejudiced by the rabid newspapers.

“Tomorrow. Tell me tomorrow. You come over very early and I’ll show you around my island. And we’ll swim, and have lunch, and then maybe, only maybe, we’ll drink enough retsina for me to be bothered with your story,” he smiled again. “But if I can drag you away from whatever you’re writing, you must tell me what you’ve been up to while you’ve been here. Where are you staying? The hotel at the end?”

“Yes, I didn’t think there was much choice?”

“No. Simon’s family stayed there sometimes when they used to visit. When did you arrive?”

“Only two days ago. I read about the archaeology. I’ve been meaning to look for the ruins; there was once meant to have been an Oracle at Arkos.”

“Most of the remains have long gone. The port’s been developed over the centuries. There’re some old building on the hillside above us. There’re a few bits and pieces on Elga, but nothing of significance.”

There was an awkward pause. Barrett knew that he should be asking Taylor about himself but he could not quite bring himself to.

“So, have you burnt all of your bridges, then?” Taylor asked, at length.

“I didn’t think you wanted to know the details until tomorrow?”

“I don’t. I was just wondering whether you were planning on going back at some time and trying to salvage your life. You never know; people do bounce back, if they’ve got the strength, and arrogance. Or are you intending to spend the rest of your life in this hole?”

“I suppose I intend to go back some time. Perhaps when all this blows over, and I’m no longer in the news.”

“Wife and children?”

“Wife. No children.”

“Well. Perhaps we’ll talk properly tomorrow?”

Taylor stood up and took Barrett’s hand once more:

“Tomorrow. I’ll send the boat for you, at about nine.”

And with that he turned and left.

Barrett was dumbfounded. He finished his drink, picked up his papers and walked back to the hotel, its presence announced by an illuminated sign on the dusty roadside. It was a small establishment, although it echoed disconcertingly like a grand palace. 

His room was small and sparsely furnished but it had a balcony. The hotel stood at one end of the harbour, facing the buildings on the other side of the bay, but he could still peer out to sea and to the island he guessed was Elga; it was a dark shape against the light evening sky. Barrett stared at it for a long time from the balcony while the frequency of the cars lessened on the road underneath his vantage point, and after a while only the occasional scooters and motorbikes buzzed loudly below him. He was waiting for lights to shine on Elga, but they didn’t appear.

 

*   *   *

 

The island seemed to be very lush compared to the mainland, although the little terraces that stepped back down from the house to the edge of the sea were overgrown with pale, dry grass. They were probably old, abandoned fields. Barrett could see one of the old wartime buildings through the trees near to them and tried to remember which army might have built it. The air was alive with the sounds of insects.

He followed Taylor around the side of the house and he could see that it was bigger than it had at first appeared, being ranged around an open courtyard, overlooking the terraces and out to sea. Several of the windows were shuttered, but there was one large glazed opening in the middle of the collection of buildings.

“There are good stone slabs under this,” Taylor kicked at the pale grass that covered the yard; it was thick, sharp stuff, interwoven with straying creepers and brambles. “The fountain’s never worked,” he said as Barrett was trying to understand the arrangement of stone and rusted metal in front of them.

On the far side there was a barn and a couple of cart-sized entrances, and Barrett expected to see a few chickens. No part of the building was particularly interesting from any architectural point of view, but with its clay tiles and small windows it made a pleasing composition. He noticed that Simon was no longer with them.

Taylor led him inside, where it was dark and cooler still. Once his eyes had become accustomed to the gloom he could see that it was very tastefully converted. The stone flags in the kitchen were highly polished, and the big bare table in the centre looked newly scrubbed. It was well and expensively appointed, and from a large stainless steel refrigerator Taylor produced two large bottles of beer and opened them. He sat at the table and placed one of the glasses in the place opposite him, inviting Barrett to sit there. They looked out through the large, glazed doorway.

“You look well,” Taylor said, pouring his beer. The words were considered, measured.

“I feel better,” replied Barrett, doing the same. “I hoped I’d left all my troubles miles behind me, in England, but in Arkos it didn’t really feel like that. But here, now, on your island, it’s different.”

“I understand. It’s special here. It seems like so long ago that I escaped from my own past. But go on, tell me, what occurred back in ‘Blighty’ that drove you here. You might as well unburden yourself, man!”

“The short version of events,” Barrett explained, “is that about twenty years ago, starting out as a solicitor, I had the dubious honour of acting as Executor for an awkward old lady. Her financial affairs were so incredibly convoluted and slipshod that just about all of her estate would’ve disappeared into legal fees if I hadn’t taken a few short cuts. One of the main liberties that I took was with regard to some assets that should have been transferred to a very questionable evangelist church. They appeared to have several ministers and no congregation, and two of the ministers were convicted criminals. It didn’t trouble my conscience that I was able to acquire the assets myself for a very advantageous sum. It was completely wrong legally, but morally? Well, I didn’t think they should get the money.”

“But it’s come back to haunt you?”

“Yes. They church had known for some years what I’d done, but were waiting for the moment to use the information to their advantage. I was about to be promoted to the Cabinet and they tried blackmailing me. I refused to go along with their demands so they told the newspapers about my activities twenty years earlier.”

“And the newspapers have torn you to pieces?”

“They wouldn’t have been so interested in me if I hadn’t recently been arguing for more controls on the Press.”

“Do you consider yourself unlucky?”

“Yes! Exactly. What I did was wrong, but it still doesn’t trouble my conscience. It is simply bad luck that it came out. I just wish, right now, that I had the resources to buy myself an island. This looks like paradise to me.”

Taylor sipped his beer, staring out the window, and Barrett took the opportunity to do the same.

“It’s not quite paradise,” the host said, slowly. “It should’ve been.”

“I’ve told you my woes… ” Barrett invited him.

“I didn’t invite you here so that I could tell you mine, though.”

“It only seems fair.”

“I suppose it always helps to hear of somebody else’s misfortunes. It wouldn’t hurt to have some one else to sympathise… not that I expect that to ease the pain.”

“But if it is painful, you don’t have to.”

“It was once unbearable, but the years pass… I wake up every day here in ‘paradise’, but immediately I remember what happened and it’s all spoilt for me.”

He sipped his beer once more.

“You see, I met Simon in Arkos one day, about seven or eight years ago, much as I met you. He was on holiday, and I wanted company, and I invited him over here to Elga. And he never left.”

“He seems like a nice chap,” Barrett said, by way of filling the gap, but was surprised to see Taylor’s expression.

“So, you saw him?”

“Of course, when he brought me over.”

“He brought you here in the boat?”

“As you arranged, yes. As I said, he seems nice.”

He looked aghast:

“But Simon died, just over three years ago. There was a fire, and it was my fault.”

“So who was the young man in the boat?”

“There was no young man.”

“But who piloted the boat? I didn’t do it myself?”

Taylor looked at the surface of the table and simply shook his head.

“So you’ve seen him too,” he mumbled quietly.

“He’s not a ghost.”

“No? Are you sure of that? Are you very sure?”

“I’m certain. But, look, what is this? I mean, you told me you would send him across to pick me up from Arkos.”

“Did I?”

“Yes, hang it all! If this is some attempt at a practical joke… ”

“No, I assure you,” he said, looking back up and searching for something in Barrett’s face. The gaze made the man uncomfortable; his host was in earnest.

Barrett suggested:

“Let me go and fetch him in. The man out there who collected me is very real; flesh and blood.”

“If you like,” replied Taylor calmly, as though convinced that Barrett would be unable to do so.

 

He got up from the table and, leaving his beer behind him, he walked out into the bright light of the Greek morning. Simon was not in sight, and might take some finding, Barrett realised, but it was not a large island, and the first thing he would do was go back down to the boats to make sure that there were still two tied up there. Before he could get there, though, the young man in the red shirt appeared over to his left with a wheelbarrow full of logs. As he appeared to be coming in Barrett’s direction he simply stopped and waited for him.

“Hello again,” the visitor said when the man drew close. “This might sound odd, but can I ask you a couple of questions?”

“About Ferdinand? I thought so. I hung around because I knew that something might happen.”

“You do realise that he thinks you don’t exist?”

“I know. He thinks I’m a ghost,” said the young man with a grin. “Perhaps I’d better explain.”

He sat on the cool stone balustrade to the steps and said, in a business-like fashion:

“A few years ago there was a fire. It started off as a bonfire. It got out of control. When Ferdinand bought this place there were two houses and both were fully furnished. He emptied the contents of the main house into the second and then moved his own stuff in to the first. And then when I moved here I brought a lot of my own possessions, and we stored the surplus we didn’t need in the second house. Then we had a hare-brained scheme to rent out the second house and so had an enormous bonfire to dispose of all the rubbish we’d accumulated. We’d been drinking because it was so hot, and we’d thrown more and more rubbish on the fire. But it was too close to the house, and eventually the whole building went up as well. He got the idea in his head that I was trapped in the burning house when all I’d done was go down to the shore to try and fill up some buckets with water.”

“He thought you’d died?” asked Barrett.

“Yes, poor old Ferdinand. Wouldn’t be budged from the idea, even when I turned up safe and well.”

“That must have been awful for him.”

“Yes, for the both of us. He had a breakdown. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried reasoning with someone who is in such a state. It was as though he didn’t recognise me. Well, he had to be hospitalised. And he was in and out for five or six years while they tried to find the right balance of drugs. But to ease his psychosis the drugs they gave him made him physically ill. We tried so many combinations, and each had to be left for months to settle down to see if they’d have the desired long term effect.”

“That must have been awful.”

“It wasn’t good. But his family came over and stayed and were very supportive. And then about two years ago, when he was very ill again, we decided to remove all of his medication. Within weeks he was fit and well, almost entirely restored to his old self. The doctors were surprised, but it worked. The only problem was that he still had the idea that I’d died in the fire, and that it was his fault. We decided, me and the family, that in all other respects he was so much better. And as it had been so long since the fire, his grief seemed almost bearable to him. So we simply left everything like that.”

“And he thinks that he sees your ghost?”

“His family look after his financial affairs and I’m paid to stay here and look after him. I cook for us, clean, look after the place. And he simply thinks that he’s haunted.”

“You’re a pretty substantial ghost!”

“I should say so!”

“But what should I do? Go back to him and act like everything’s normal?”

“Everything is normal, apart from his one strange belief. Yes, go back, talk about England and old friends.”

“But that’s wrong, surely.”

“In what way?”

“Morally. I mean, the man may be deluded, but you’re colluding with that delusion, reinforcing it.”

“What should I do? Go back to experimenting with different doses of drugs? Let them fry his brains with ECT again?”

“They don’t do that in this modern age. Go back to Britain rather than stay in this ratty old country… Go private… See some specialists… ”

Simon was obviously annoyed and was choosing the words for his reply with care.

“Thank you for your advice, but with all due respect, you don’t know what you’re talking about. The medical care in this country is just as good as in the UK. And we did go private, although it offered nothing that all the alternatives didn’t, except a larger bill. And yes, for your information, even in this enlightened age they do still resort to electrocuting patients because, barbaric as it seems, it can have positive effects.”

“I’m sorry, I was only trying to help,” Barrett defended himself.

“No. Real ‘help’ means being here when he is going through sheer physical and mental hell and can’t even feed himself. ‘Help’ is spending the whole day trying to get a very big, uncooperative and belligerent man into a bath because he stinks so badly but doesn’t notice. And then when he’s in the bath you don’t only have to wash him but you have to hold him up so that he doesn’t simply slip under the water and drown. Because he’s so confused and unable to do anything for himself… ”

“Okay, okay,” Barrett backed away. “Point taken.”

“The state he’s in at the moment is as close to normal as you could imagine. And it’s a blessing.”

“I’ll go back and pretend I didn’t see you.”

“You do that,” Simon said, almost with a threat in his voice.

 

Feeling rather aggrieved Barrett walked back to the house. Taylor was in the kitchen and appeared to be preparing food, although it was still quite early.

“We shall have a picnic,” he declared. “I’ll show you around my island first, by which time we’ll have worked up an appetite.

“I’d like that. You can point out the archaeology.”

“There’s very little left,” he explained as they started around the shoreline, travelling clockwise. “The army were here in the Second World War and destroyed most of it. They built the little harbour, and there are a few old pill-boxes, and other horrible things in concrete.”

Neither of them said anything as they passed around the second house, lacking its roof and the inside blackened and empty. The holes for its windows were like sightless eyes and seemed to watch them, reproachfully, as they passed by.

“Is there anything you miss about England,” Barrett asked Taylor.

“I suppose so, but they’re not realistic things.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I lived there I’d still want to be in a house in the middle of nowhere, without a telephone or television. Just like here.”

“Are you completely cut off from the world outside?”

“I’ve got a radio, and sometimes I listen to the World Service, but that isn’t a realistic picture of what’s going on, is it? I think back to my childhood with fondness, and if I returned I’d expect unreasonably endless sunny days in the house I grew up in. But they weren’t endlessly sunny, were they?”

“No. It still rains quite a lot.”

“I suppose so,” he agreed. “But after a few years here I even started to imagine that everyone wears bowler hats and drives Triumph Heralds. I think of men drinking warm ale in coaching inns, and women in flowery dresses in gardens full of night-scented stock… ”

“Do you miss the people?”

“Not really. There are good people and bad people wherever you go. Mostly good people. There are as many interesting and as many dull people here in Greece as there are in England.”

“But you think of England nostalgically?”

“When I’m in a good mood, I suppose so. When I’m well, and happy, I remember the great times, and the stupidity and fun of my old job. But when I’m down I remember the bad times, and the depths to which I descended just to get a story to fill up a few column inches.”

Taylor stopped walking. They were at the northernmost point of the island and he was staring out to sea, his eyes searching the horizon for something. In two places Barrett had noticed small areas of sandy beach, but the rest was rocks. They continued their walk, and when they had almost circumnavigated the entire island they cooled their feet in a large stony pool. Taylor insisted that they eat their food looking out to sea rather than back to the mainland, so on a large flat rock he spread out the cloth in which he had wrapped the bread, feta, tomatoes and ham. In a string bag they had carried two bottles of wine and two glasses, but one had broken. Taylor was saying that he couldn’t be bothered to go back to the house for another when, in the distance, Barrett saw Simon. His red shirt was unmistakable, and now that he had started to saw up logs they could also hear him.

Taylor noticed that something had caught Barrett’s attention and turned as well, and so Barrett looked down at the food and broke off a piece of bread. He scraped some feta on to it and looked at it carefully, not wanting to know whether Taylor was looking at Simon.

“So, you can see him as well?”

“Yes,” Barrett admitted.

“Good,” he said, with a certain finality. “I told them I didn’t want any more of their pills. I told them I was perfectly sane.”

“I don’t think that discussing it will help.”

“You are probably right.”

And with that agreement Taylor then went on to regale Barrett with a succession of entertaining stories, many of them quite unbelievable, dating back to his days as a journalist. He was quite unashamed that he had worked in the “tawdry” end of the business, and claimed that all of his best stories were the result of “pillow-talk”.

“Not that I had the pleasure of the pillow myself,” he said. “We paid young men and women, depending on the tastes of the target, to wheedle their way into the affections of useful people and it was amazing what stories they would tell.”

“Wasn’t it immoral?”

“But we were usually exposing the immorality of the people we targeted. Let’s call it ‘amoral’.”

After they had finished the second bottle of wine Barrett realised how sleepy he was, with the alcohol and the heat. Taylor talked on, becoming more and more indiscreet, and his listener wished that he had a notebook to take down the stories because some of them were priceless. He desperately hoped that he would remember one about the early career of the current Prime Minister; it might just help if he ever wanted to go back into politics.

Sleep, however, overcame the unfortunate M.P., and Taylor’s stories merged with dreams which were inspired by his recent problems back in London and when he awoke he could not disentangle the two in his fuddled mind. He was lying on his back and his bones ached abominably from the rocks he had unwisely chosen for a bed. The skin on his face felt tight and smarting from the sun and he realised he must be burnt. He couldn’t work out how long he had been asleep, but Taylor was no longer there. Barrett had not imagined their picnic, though, for the remains of the bread were on the ground beside him, and there was a little wine on his shirtfront.

He stood with great discomfort and looked back at the island. It couldn’t be more than ten acres altogether, and though he couldn’t see his host, he could make out Simon in his bright shirt walking from the house towards the little harbour. He decided to go after him, believing that now would be a good time to leave, if the young man thought he could do so without appearing rude.

Barrett walked with care over the rough ground and while some distance away Simon turned and saw him coming. He crossed his arms and waited, and when they were close enough he was the first to speak.

“I’m afraid you’ve rather caught the sun.”

“I guessed I had. Taylor left me to sleep. Is my face that red?”

“Very. You’re going to peel badly. Ferdinand’s having a siesta indoors, which is the best place to recover from a liquid lunch,” he beamed. “Oh yes, you will peel… ”

“It’s a shame someone didn’t wake me. But I was wondering, would it be a good time to leave?”

“If you want to. It doesn’t bother me. I’d only end up having to cook for you tonight as well.”

“How does Taylor explain the fact that his ghost cooks for him?”

“I’m not sure if he questions it or not,” Simon replied, walking back towards the boats. Barrett followed him.

“His mind does use a kind of logic of its own to understand the world, but it’s not one that makes sense to anybody else. He lives in an alternative, parallel universe, and we have to respect that.”

“But why? There are some objective absolutes; some rights and wrongs we can all agree upon.”

“Are there? Are you a Christian? Do you believe in God?”

“Yes, but what’s that got to do with it?”

“Well, why is believing in ghosts any more unreasonable than believing that there is a God?”

“Because a belief in God is more of a working hypothesis than a real proposition.”

“So you don’t believe in God as anything other than a concept? That’s fine. But plenty of people believe in God as a very real being. And they think that Christ really was conceived by a virgin, and performed real miracles, and died and yet came back to life. You respect the views of people who claim this as real and true?”

“Of course.”

“Well, all that strikes me as a lot more bizarre than Ferdinand’s beliefs, even though I can prove to myself that he’s mistaken.”

At which point they had reached the boat and Simon untied the rope and jumped in, helping Barrett to follow him. Without another word the young man started up the engine and with the sound roaring off the concrete wall he turned the boat and gunned it for the mainland.

Barrett refused to consider the argument that he could not really refute. His head was throbbing abominably and he felt unequal to an intellectual dispute of any kind. He enjoyed the cool air on his face, although the movement of the boat as it sped over the light waves made him feel nauseous. He didn’t look back at the island, but resolved that once in his hotel he would have to make a decision as to what to do next. Perhaps a phone call to an old friend would let him know whether the fuss had died down at home. He had a horrible fear that his disappearance might actually have made things worse.

In Arkos Simon stopped the engine before the jetty, as before, and allowed the boat to continue up to it under its own momentum. He didn’t allow Barrett more than a second or so to clamber out of the boat, which he somehow managed without falling back into the water. He turned to Simon to thank him for the ride, but the engine was being fired up again, and the young man was already taking the boat back out to sea.

Barrett now felt truly alone for the first time since he had left England. He had been offered a kind of friendship but had refused it. He walked towards his hotel feeling physically and emotionally very tired. When, he asked himself, might his luck start to turn? At the edge of the road he waited for a lorry to pass and a porter from the hotel came up beside him and they crossed together.

“You have caught the sun rather badly?” he said with a tone of voice that was balanced artfully between concern and amusement.

“Yes, I fell asleep outside, in the open.”

“And you went to the island?”

“Yes, to visit a fellow countryman.”

They were both walking towards the hotel. Barrett did not want the company, he needed the sanctuary of his room as soon as possible.

“You are both from England?”

“Yes. We all are, all three of us.”

“All three? But there is only one Englishman on the island.”

“The owner, yes, and the man who took me over there in the boat.”

“I meant the man in the boat. He lives there alone but he is a bit strange. He talks to ghosts.”

“No, you’re getting it muddled up. The man who lives on the island thinks that the man in the boat is the ghost.”

“No, sir. The man in the boat, I saw him. He lives there alone, although he comes here and says he is looking after many people on the island. The boys go over there sometimes and watch him talking to people only he can see.”

They stopped at the door of the hotel and the porter opened it so that Barrett could go in first.

“I think the boys throw stones at him and break his windows sometimes, but he scares them and they don’t go there often. Certainly not at night.”

Barrett went up to his room and washed and changed, but did not go down for dinner that evening. He sat on his balcony and stared at the island out on the horizon. After the sun had set and darkness crept in from the east, no lights appeared on the island. 
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John Kenny: Do you think the supernatural tale has changed at all since the days of M.R. James, Algernon Blackwood and others? Is there a place in the modern world for tales of the supernatural and macabre?


R.B. Russell: The supernatural tale has changed immeasurably. It is unthinkable that a writer working in any genre would be unaware of developments in literature generally, changes in society, etc. The supernatural tale has, perhaps, been even more affected than most genres. Developments in science, philosophy and psychology have pushed traditional supernatural themes to the furthest edges of human experience (without, I think, making them any the less fascinating.)


Since the late nineteenth century it has not been enough to simply describe supernatural phenomena and their effects on characters. In their best fiction Blackwood, Machen, Lovecraft and others presented the supernatural with reference to contemporary ideas of mysticism and the natural world, through philosophy and psychology, and even hard science. (Unfortunately, M.R. James doesn't appear to have engaged with this, which is why I think he has been left behind in his own literary cul-de-sac.)


For fiction to be relevant it has to be contemporary, although that doesn't mean that authors can't return to ideas and themes associated with previous writers. However, they need to make it meaningful to a modern audience; otherwise they are simply offering, at best, a cosy thrill, or undertaking an academic exercise.


Of course, supernatural fiction does not have to reinterpret the hoary old themes of the past. Those very developments that have shone such a bright light on dark places previously thought to contain God, ghosts and monsters, have made us aware of even darker areas of both inner and outer space.


JK: In more modern times, by which I mean the last fifty to seventy years or so, there does seem to be less emphasis on distinctively definable supernatural phenomena and more of a focus on inner turmoil or distressed states of mind.


RBR: It is tempting today to suggest that manifestations of the supernatural, the mystical, etc, are the result of (at best) wilful ignorance of modern science, or (at worst) mental aberration. But this is just as absurd as an insistence that the supernatural is verifiable and real. There is so much that we can't fully explain with recourse to science. The mind, however, is where we try and make sense of what we experience, and the mind is a mechanism that can't always be trusted when under pressure. It is fascinating that we understand so much about the world around us, and yet know so little about our own mental processes. The mind is where the most extreme drama has always been played out (whatever is happening externally).


JK: Of the work featured in your collection Ghosts, the closest to a traditional ghost story is “In Hiding”. But there is always the possibility that it might all be in the head of the protagonist. The source of unease for the reader has shifted.


RBR: In that particular story I was interested in the way that we make assumptions, and tell ourselves stories to make sense of the inexplicable. I am fascinated by the way that apparently verifiable, physical evidence can be interpreted so widely by different people.


JK: I guess those are the cracks in the veneer of society where a tale of the supernatural can exist. The fact that we’re all individuals, with individual viewpoints, can leave things wide open to interpretation or attempts at rationalisation.


RBR: Yes. A few of my stories have been inspired by the fact that people can often have different, sometimes contradictory, interpretations of apparently straightforward events. Sometimes this can be explained away by emotion, expectations, prejudice, etc. At other times the answer lies in how the memory has processed that event over time. If the event is open to a supernatural interpretation, then it's all the more difficult to get to the truth.


JK: A notable feature of your work is the quirky, obsessive or flawed nature of your characters: the obsessive collector in "Putting the Pieces in Place", the outwardly confident architecture student in 'There's Nothing That I Wouldn’t Do", the dispossessed author in "Eleanor". A far cry from the de rigueur average Joe Soaps of most contemporary horror fiction.


RBR: Offering the reader ordinary, recognisable characters, often in everyday surroundings, can be a very powerful device for the presentation of the supernatural. These good honest, identifiable characters will interpret what has happened to them in a way that is entirely reasonable, reinforcing the belief in the mind of the reader that the story is "realistic". The only flaw in this great idea is that there really aren't any ordinary, everyday "Joe Soaps" in this world. If you look closely at anyone you'll find idiosyncrasies, and that we are all flawed. It is oddities that make us interesting, and bring characters to life, and is far more "realistic" than attempting to create an "everyman" character.


JK: Certainly this is the case with Jayne, the main character in "Dispossessed", a highlight of the collection for me. Jayne's "flaw" is that she's almost a non-person. Can you us a little about the genesis of Jayne and the story?


RBR: I'm really not at all sure where that story came from (they all have different sources of inspiration, and are written in different ways). I seem to remember that the story of Jayne just tumbled out of my head. The idea is that she is one of those people who end up having decisions made for her by other people.


JK: Bloody Baudelaire, a novella originally published as a separate book and my favourite story in this collection, is dominated by the deeply disturbed and eccentric Miranda. Her justification for self-harm is as intriguing and thought-provoking as it is alarming. Do you do much in the way of research before sitting down to write or do insights into behaviour like that of Miranda and Jayne come from some inner sense of conviction or understanding?


RBR: A sketch for the character of Miranda was written many years ago, after I had met someone who was self-harming. The explanations they gave for their behaviour are those that Miranda gives. The character of Miranda has haunted me ever since that first sketch, and it wasn't until late 2008 that circumstances all came together and Bloody Baudelaire was written.


I find it slightly unnerving that the elderly author in my story "Eleanor" has created a character who he is very fond of, but who is taken over by others as she is transferred into other media. My Miranda character is in the process of being transferred to film, and I feel rather like that elderly author. My character is being taken away from me and altered. The real-life director of the film talks to me about Miranda as if he knows her well, and yet she's different. I rather want to claim her back!


JK: At the same time, it must be a fascinating process. Can you tell us any more about the film? Is it feature length for TV or cinema release or a short movie? Did you have a hand in the screenplay?


RBR: It's a US feature film with a budget of just over a million. That sounds impressive to me, but I'm told it must be defined as a "low-budget" film. There have been a few delays, but the cameras are meant to start rolling in June… It came about through the enthusiasm of Todd Niemi, a script-writer I know who asked to adapt my story. He did the initial hard work, and then we discussed and jointly tweaked it until we were both happy with the script. It was optioned by the director/producer Francisco Orvañanos back in 2011. Inevitably the script has since changed, as has the title—it now has the working title Backgammon. Nevertheless, it'll be fascinating to find out how it looks on the big screen. www.backgammonfilm.com


JK: You're also involved with running Tartarus Press, which specialises in the publication of contemporary, literary strange/supernatural fiction. Why did you set it up and how did you go about getting things off the ground?


RBR: I set up Tartarus in 1990, initially as a means of publishing writings by and about Arthur Machen. It was a hobby that got out of hand, and for some years was subsidised by our Guide to First Edition Prices. My partner, Rosalie, started working for Tartarus alongside me in 1998. By that time we had moved on to also publish books by writers associated with Machen, and a number of contemporary authors. We still publish classic writers of the supernatural like L.P. Hartley, Walter de la Mare, E.T.A. Hoffman and others, but discovering and publishing contemporary authors is perhaps even more satisfying. We've published first collections by a number of people with a high profile in the genre, from Rhys Hughes, Mark Samuels and Mark Valentine, through to relative newcomers Angela Slatter, Michael Reynier and Jason A. Wyckoff. Early collections by Quentin S. Crisp and Simon Strantzas also appeared under our imprint.


JK: Is Tartarus a full-time job now, with some time devoted to your writing? Or do you still have to have a "proper" day job?


RBR: Yes, Tartarus is now a full-time job for both me and Rosalie—we haven't had a "proper job" for some years. As for the writing—we both do that in our spare time.


JK: Do you think small presses have a vital function in today's publishing world, in that they can operate on smaller scales and promote authors and work bigger publishers wouldn't look at?


RBR: Small presses have always fulfilled that function, and hopefully always will. I don't believe that large commercial publishers are more risk averse, but they can't make financial sense of smaller markets.


JK: You have developed a good partnership with Swan River Press on a couple of projects. Do you think this is the way forward for small presses?


RBR: It's been great working with Brian. He’s a really nice fellow with great taste! Over the years we've linked up with various publishers, including Pete and Nicky Crowther at PS, David Tibet at Durtro, Mark Valentine and Roger Dobson at Caermaen, and George Locke at Ferret Fantasy. A flourishing and vibrant small press scene is in the interests of everyone, not just publishers, but writers and readers.
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The 1909 Proserpine Prize

from Seventeen Stories

Mark Valentine





WHEN MR. BASIL LAMPORT, sole proprietor of the Luminous Gamp Company, a very thriving concern, passed away at the turn of the century, he left a somewhat surprising stipulation in his will. He bade his trustees to set up an annual award, starting at several hundred pounds, for the finest full length work of fiction in a certain tradition in literature. It was his aim to reward the author of the book that most skilfully went into the dark and emerged with something of the light, and so he had named this the Proserpine Prize. In doing so, shrewd merchant that he was, he did not overlook the opportunity this would present his heirs to trade on the particular quality of his famous phosphorescent umbrellas, which aided the foot passenger in the dingy, ill-lit streets from being the prey of any hurtling cab or cart. This very proper commercial consideration aside, though, he averred in the codicil establishing the prize that he did so out of affection for the remarkable works of Lord Lytton, which had accorded him the keenest pleasure in his youth. 

I dare say this was the first book prize of any consequence, not counting the very high-minded poetry trophies such as the Newdigate and so forth, handed out by the universities, and it caught the popular imagination, and did no harm at all to the sales of the chosen title. I had the honour to be its secretary from the inception, in 1901, until—well, that will follow—and so was involved in selecting the judges, guiding their reading, and helping them—I trust, with tact—to reach their conclusion. 

If I am candid, I ought to say I only achieved the post through the urging of Mr. Lamport’s nephew, the residuary legatee. I had known Hugh well at college, we were fast friends until I was sent down: and he knew I was at a loose end and not entirely unlearned in the literature at issue; for old Lamport had infected both of us with the same taste. I almost wondered sometimes if the whole thing were not some elaborate scheme of his shrewd uncle to keep me in moderate means (rather too moderate for my tastes) and out of mischief. It would be like him. For he saw that Hugh was quite out of his wits with worry when, petulantly I admit, I decided to punish the university for banishing me on account of my versions of Verlaine (somewhat free, it must be said) by going out in quest of the tracks of the mad boy poet Rimbaud, among the dregs of Djibouti. Upon my return, malarial and maundering, Hugh saw I was nursed well, through all my fever and delirium: and shortly after this, the secretarial posting came my way. 

Yet I believe the record of the prize will commend itself to any discerning reader of the field. It is true that our task was often made simple for us. In the first year, Mr. Shiel’s vast epic of the end of the world swept all before it, and in the following year, Mr. Conan Doyle’s much-admired detective found himself confronted with that notorious black hound; while in the third year it was impossible to ignore the impact of Mr. Guy Thorne’s shocking romance in which faith in the Resurrection is for a while challenged by hoaxed evidence to the contrary. 

	The procedure decreed by Mr. Lamport was that the judges should convene on the longest night of the year, the 20th December, for their deliberations, so affording them the fullest retrospect of the year that had passed: it was fitting also, of course, for its deep hours of darkness. On these occasions, they first enjoyed a very good dinner at one of the remoter of his former homes, and did not allow their deliberations to interfere with their digestion, or the accompanying libations. After this, they gathered in Lamport’s old library and, by fireglow and candle-light (for there was as yet no gas), discussed their choice. I had secured for the year of 1909 the services of three quite public figures (it helped to sustain interest in the prize if the judges were known to the news-sheet readers). The Reverend Mr. Prendergast was a controversial and outspoken parson; Major Fargrave was fresh from his keenly-followed tomb- and temple-digging explorations in Mesopotamia; while Dr. Cornelius Payne of Cambridge, a fashionable lecturer, had lately published an illuminating study of the satires of Macrobius. They were all to be well rewarded, for the solicitors’ stewardship of the funds had prospered (which was more than can be said for Hugh’s handling of his share), and indeed the prize itself was now worth well over a thousand.  

I had beforehand helped them all, in correspondence, to whittle down the titles for debate to seven. In truth, the choice was mostly mine, and they did not demur from it, despite a query as to whether we must admit Miss Barclay’s much-discussed The Rosary—which, however, I convinced them was not, for all its merits, of the Lyttonian tradition that Mr. Lamport had in view. 

I shall list those seven here, so the reader will see how severe was our task in bestowing this ninth annual prize. They was Jimbo by Mr. Algernon Blackwood; Lord Alistair’s Rebellion by Mr. Allen Upward; Black Magic by Miss Marjorie Bowen; The Ghost Pirates by Mr. William Hope Hodgson; The Lady of the Shroud by Mr. Bram Stoker; Asmat; or, The Secret Names by “Sabazeus”; and The Isle of Lies by Mr. M.P. Shiel.

I thought I could foresee how the drift of the debate might go. It was important to anticipate this. I sensed there was a certain unspoken prejudice against giving the prize to an author twice, and while the vigour and power of Mr. Shiel’s new book was undeniable, it was not so clearly in the tradition that our founder wished to honour. While Mr. Upward had recounted a very curious conspiracy, somewhat in the vein of Mr. Shiel and Mr. Thorne, I did not think it had quite the glamour or gusto of their winning works. I thought there might also be a certain reluctance to award the laurels to a pseudonymous work, and that it might be considered that, powerful as I certainly thought it was, it rendered the dark too well and the light very weakly. The converse was true of Mr. Blackwood’s book. Warmth for him would, I felt, be great: but Jimbo, for all its charm and fancy, was not, I thought from the shadiest side of his palette, nor quite of the stature we sought. 

On the other hand, there would be a decided willingness to honour the author of the immortal Dracula, even if for a lesser work; there would be a boldness in giving Miss Bowen, as a woman and a first author, the prize; and, perhaps most of all, there might be a swell of opinion that thought Mr. Hodgson unjustly thwarted the previous year when his remarkable story of a haunted house in Ireland was swept away by Mr. Chesterton’s extraordinarily vivid nightmare of anarchists and paradoxes. 

 

All of this, by way of preamble to an account, these many years after the event,  which I have no doubt could be attributed by the sceptic to the richness of the late Mr. Lamport’s cellar, or to the ripe Stilton that accompanied its offerings. I will assert that no such cause was responsible, and describe as minutely and carefully as I may what transpired that winter solstice night during the judging of the 1909 Proserpine Prize—which I suspect those present, good men though they were, hope never to see again, nor anything remotely approximating it, as long as their days shall last. 

It was bitterly cold without and we were glad of the well-kindled fire in its huge hearth and the great golden stone walls of our patron’s retreat in Dassett Magna, in the heart of the shires not so distant from Oxford. A portrait of Mr. Lamport, with his fair, well-combed hair, weeping-willow moustache, ruddy cheeks and kind, if (I often thought) rather tired eyes, gazed benevolently over our preparations. I spread out the seven books, sent by their publishers for the occasion, upon the walnut table, and my three Magi regarded them. Candles in their glinting silver sticks cast a bright glow, or a pool of shadow, upon the bindings. I remember noticing that Mr. Hodgson’s pirates and Mr. Stoker’s pale lady flared out in the flickering light, while Mr Blackwood’s winged boy sheltered half in shade, and the book of “Sabazeus”, at the end of the arc, was quite hidden in gloom. 

The house lay in the lea of a little range of rounded hills and on the top of one of these some 16th century squire had set up a conical beacon tower, crowned with a gaunt black iron cresset. He said it was to warn of the coming of the Spanish, but the credulous peasants counted him a warlock who meant to use it for certain secret fermentations, and kept their children (or those they could not spare) close by them. A pair of great glazed doors at the bay of the library led out into modest grounds and gave a prospect of this edifice. I shared this pleasing folk tale with my three guests, who merely nodded at me vaguely. 

On one of the bookcases I had ranged, as had become the custom, the past winners of the award, now eight in number, in case the panel wished to consult the verdict of previous years and compare it with their own. Their vari-coloured spines, in gilt on scarlet or black or royal blue, rested in triumphant state. 

I diffidently suggested we might begin. Mr. Prendergast adjusted his round spectacles upon a narrow nose. “For my part, gentlemen,” he began, “I own to being very attracted by both Mr. Blackwood’s delicate tale, and Mr. Upward’s very correct warning against the forces of reaction in our society—ritualists, sensualists, malcontents, and suchlike. Either of those would win my favour.”

Major Fargrave caressed his admirable red beard. “Hmm, see what you say, padre. But speaking as a man who has seen a bit of action in his day, that fellow Shiel has got it for me. No ninnying about with him. And if not him, and I admit he’s had it once already, I rather fancy this Miss Bowen.” There was a slight pause, broken by the crackling of the flames. “Her book, I mean, is striking, very. Lots of colour and incident.”

Dr. Cornelius Payne played with a scarlet intaglio ring upon the little finger of his left hand, smiling secretly to himself. “Then we are quite divided it seems. For, with regard to literary distinction in the Gothic tradition, which is what—I fancy—we are seeking, there is no doubt that it is Messrs. Hodgson and Stoker who are in the van.”

The vicar tittered and the military man grunted appreciatively, and there was a chorus of “who would have thought it”, “dear, oh dear”, and “a pretty pass”. 

I allowed this to subside. 

“May I suggest a protocol, gentlemen? You have each attached importance to two of the titles before us. Let me suggest that you now choose just one of those as being the book you most wish to advance, and that you speak at a little more length upon each of them. Then we shall see whether any of you can be persuaded to come round to the other’s view.”

There was general assent to this proposition, although Dr. Payne still calmly averred that his two were worth more than all the others. I suggested a short time for reflection upon their choice, fortified by another round of the crystal decanters, and they each fingered and flicked through the titles ranged upon the table, shunning though the mustardy binding of the book called Asmat. 

This scheme did not work as I had suggested it might. When the Reverend Mr. Prendergast said he would have to opt for Allen Upward’s Lord Alistair’s Rebellion, evidencing its penetrating analysis of sin masquerading as beauty, Dr. Payne said his own inclinations of the two were more toward the evident distinction of Mr. Blackwood. Upon the Major proclaiming that they really ought to take the dive and give the prize to a woman, and a younger author at that, Mr. Prendergast said he could not countenance proclaiming a book that exhibited far too evident a glee in sorcery and made Antichrist seem vested in glamour. Dr. Payne’s reluctant concession that he would proffer the claims of Stoker above those of Hodgson drew a rebuttal from Major Fargrave to the effect that there was a good deal more to be said for the raw courage of the mariners in the latter’s tale. So far from breaking the stalemate, I appeared to have redoubled it. The three judges sat in silence a while, as the fire spat and faltered somewhat, and the chill from outside seemed to emanate into the room. 

I ventured another, though perhaps not very laudable, route out of the impasse. “There is the seventh book, of course, which we have not touched on as yet: Asmat.”

“Oh, that,” said Dr. Payne, adjusting his cravat of peacock-blue. “Very curious, certainly. If we knew more of the author…”

“Whoever wrote it knows a thing or two,” conceded Fargrave, wagging his coppery beard. “What he says of the phylacteries and talismans of the Near East is quite spot on. I’ve seen some of them, and what they mean out there…”

“There is a certain amount of learning in it as to the pseudepigrapha too,” the parson observed, fingering his spectacles, “though the book is very heterodox and scarcely edifying. Too much hocus-pocus about the secret names of lost gods and suchlike. And a very disreputable publisher—Smithers, wasn’t it ?”

This last remark seemed to commend the title to the other two judges somewhat more, and I saw them exchange glances. I took up the volume where it lay in shadow, and contemplated its yellowy cloth and black titles. But none of the judges reached out for it, so I replaced it softly. It fell open upon the front endpapers. An inscription had been made there, in deep ink, and not obviously in the Roman alphabet. It was in three separate passages and the characters in each differed.  One might at first think this was some publisher’s decoration meant to draw the reader in with quaint hieroglyphs, but it was too artfully done for that: the impress and the richness of the figuring showed it was made by hand, not press.

“Here, what do you make of this?” I said, setting aside for the moment my duty to bring the matter of the prize to a conclusion.  

Fargrave looked up, caught by my tone, and came around to peer over my shoulder. Then he whistled and pointed a lean, bronzed finger at the topmost passage: “Chaldean, or I’m an apeman,” he murmured, and he took the book up and glared at the arcane symbols, “But in a very early form, hard to make out. Who the devil-” He glared at me, and I shrugged. “And the others?” I asked. He was still trying to decipher the first phrase, his dry lips working away. “Eh? Oh, nearer home. Classical stuff I expect. But this…”

His interest had by now sufficiently piqued the curiosity of his fellow judges. Dr. Payne gently guided the major’s hands so that they replaced the book on the table. Then he moved both the silver candlesticks so that they cast a full light upon the manuscript endpaper. I saw him raise a single faint smudge of tawny eyebrow. “This third passage,” he remarked, “was evidently meant for me. Why? Because it is in Macrobian Latin. Some of that great satirist’s works were too treacherous or too—hmm, fleshly—for his time. So he devised a cipher, itself written in private sigils: like this. There can be scarcely six or seven scholars in the world who know enough of it.”

“Name them, then,” observed the churchman, “and we should all be a good deal nearer knowing the authorship of this book.” Dr. Payne became thoughtful, and started muttering, ticking off his fingers: “Aldard of Caius, too dull; Anstruther Rook, no doubt, could certainly be him; Wherwell, that old hermit, won’t be him; the Venetian Baron, maybe; that young French prodigy…” I took the book gently from him, as I could see the third of the party was anxious to have his say. 

Mr. Prendergast cast his glance upon the open page and peered at the characters. After a few moments he looked up quickly. “I see,” he said. “You, Major, know this first set here as Old Chaldean; whereas you, Doctor, know the third set as Macrobian Latin.” They both nodded, though deep in their own thoughts. “Well, then, the second set is clearly meant for me. Unless of course, you, Mr. Secretary, are versed in strange tongues?”

I laughed, and shrugged. “You are the judge, sir,” I said.

“Mmmm. You will all think it odd, no doubt, that a churchman of my advanced views—oh, I know what people say—should have an interest too in the ancient. But I do, and for a very good scientific reason. I want people to get as close as possible to the original meaning of our sacred texts, without the accretions of the ages: to the very purest form of our faith. And that is why, in my way, I am an amateur of Coptic. And this second passage is written in Church Coptic, but abstrusely and with certain terms I cannot at first fathom out. Well, well, whoever did all this certainly knew how to engage our interest in the book. It somehow seems an unfair advantage. Can we admit it, I wonder?”

He looked at me. “I think I may fairly say there is nothing in Mr. Lamport’s codicil touching on the matter,” I replied. 

“Very remiss of Mr. Lamport,” remarked the cleric dryly, nodding up at the portrait of our benefactor. 

I allowed a further silence to lapse while they each contemplated the texts of their specialism. Fargrave waved his glass at me and I replenished each in turn, feeling somewhat more the valet rather than the valued literary secretary. I decided it was time to move things along.

	“This is all very engrossing, I do not doubt, but I must remind you of the need to reach a decision on the prize. Do you feel any nearer to a view, gentlemen?”

	They all looked at me in astonishment. The major burst out: “Oh, give it to…” He cast his gaze over the titles spread before him, alighted on one and with a wave of the hand said “…Stoker and have done.” 

“Yes,” murmured the young divine, “Stoker would do very well. Manly, romantic, innocent, just the stuff—I believe they say.” Dr. Payne regarded me steadily. “There we are then. Very easily resolved. Now”—turning to his companions—“suppose we take it in turns to examine this more thoroughly, copy out ‘our’ passages, and mull them over?” 

I looked at them quite aghast. “Surely this will not do,” I returned, “you have scarcely considered all of the books properly at all.” 

They quite ignored me. I took a candle from the mantelshelf, went to the window and rubbed moisture from its long panes, with a sweeping gesture of my arm. The silence in the room as the thoughtful savants wrestled with the mysteries before them deepened as the night deepened. I went towards the great hearth fire and gave the smouldering log a kick, then attacked the coals savagely with the bronze poker. The flames leapt into life and their tongues of shadow played upon the lined visage and glinting beard of Major Fargrave. “Syllables, stem words, the sense of a meaning yet no meaning I know,” he rumbled. The parson was looking down at some scribbled pencil notes. “Yes, I am in the same case: I have seen some such terms as these in the marginalia of certain Syrian muniments and in the angel-lists of remote Judean hermitages, yet they do not quite cohere into a form I can recognise.” Dr. Cornelius Payne inspected his agate fob jewel with care. “This is no Macrobian formulation that I know of,” he at length declared. “Yet I feel if I were to make some sort of sideways lunge at it, I might have it in my grasp.” I allowed a few more brittle moments to relapse. 

“Why don’t you try reading them aloud, each in turn?” I suggested. “Something may leap out at you then.”

“Most sensible thing you’ve said all evening, boy,” the major growled, and the others nodded. “Can’t do any harm,” muttered Payne, wearily. 

Major Fargrave began. Carefully, a little falteringly at first, he enunciated the Old Chaldean formulation before him. It sounded harsh and barbarous in the somnolence of the library. Then he seemed to gain in confidence and his crooked white teeth shone in his great red beard as he uttered the phrases with more vigour and his jaws worked almost as if independently of his will. The others watched him quite transfixed, but I, from the corner of my eye, saw the pages of the copy of Asmat upon the walnut table stir somewhat. There may have been a draught. The major completed his brief recital but his eyes stayed staring in front of him while his jaw continued to work silently as if reaching for words it could not find. 

The Reverend Mr. Prendergast stood up and glanced down at his notes. His glasses caught the scarlet and gold of the blazing fire. His thin lips hissed, as if unwillingly, a sequence of strange syllables, then the words stumbled out in a vast torrent while he swayed from side to side and seemed almost to genuflect at certain phrases, with a swift dip of his shiny head. As he did so, I saw that the leaves of the seventh book flickered in sympathy. I heard that ao, ael, ao, ael recurred in all the words he chanted, until he too stopped abruptly, or stopped in sound, for his lips still moved.

	Dr. Payne seemed supine, with his eyes closed. Then he started a soft moaning in which the most curious contortions of words I half-remembered from my youthful classics lessons could dimly be discerned. The drone rose and fell from his fleshy pouting mouth, gathering pace, until it became a veritable hail of the most insistent gibberish. He accompanied this with gesticulations of his gemmed fist and, perhaps because of the vigorous vibrations in the air that resulted, the book attributed to Sabazeus jumped upon the table as if in glee. It landed with a vast echoing crash that brought a halt to the doctor’s utterances, and drew the eyes of all three of my—“Magi”—towards it. 

Then the book began to speak. Its yellowy jaws, like ancient flesh too long entombed, gaped open and its many white tongues flickered rapidly, rapidly like wild creatures who lap when they are athirst,  and from each came words and words and words, all outlandish to human ears, some in a strange slow groaning, some in a shiver of sounds like the susurrus of the sea on the sand, some in a gnarled knotty grating like the twisted limbs of trees in a storm, some like the scutter of dead leaves in autumn or the turning of parchment in a vast vellum volume, and some like the crackling of flames. 

	Then I remembered the flames, and turned and scattered a little powder over the hearth-fire. It roared up with a weird white glow and in it my three wise men stood pale and agape, and I laughed. “Quickly!” I said, and ushered them to the paned door, “Get out of this.”  They allowed themselves to be led to the stone steps descending into the blessedly silent garden. And as they did so, the deep darkness without was burst asunder by a vast crown of fire, like a door opening upon Gehenna. The cresset was alight. Feverishly, tripping over one another, they drew back into the room, and Dr. Payne squeaked “The warlock! The warlock!” Yet things were no better inside. Upon the table, below the white candles, all oblivious of its six rivals, the book called Asmat did not abate in its ululations. For a moment, each man tensed as if to make a movement towards it, but at the merest, slightest movement of their bodies, its chantings rose up a pitch and it seemed to gather a fierceness and fury about it. I edged around it and, while seemingly eyeing up what I might do, I threw behind me some more of Mr. Lamport’s most useful compound of phosphor powder upon the fire. It ignited with a roar and a hard white glare. This proved enough. Faced with the devil within or the distant magician without, the three judges of the 1909 Proserpine Prize for Lyttonian literature fled precipitously through the garden doors. I strolled after them and, in the vast golden glow of the village of Dassett Magna’s customary midnight winter solstice celebrations, saw their shadowy forms, limned with uncanny light, flee out of the grounds, through or over the lodge gates and out upon the road to the station, merely some three miles distant.

I turned to my book, still pronouncing to itself upon the table. I called to mind the words of banishment from Rimbaud’s grimoire and uttered them. Its white tongues flapped for a bit, as if they had much more to say and were not quite willing to obey, then they faltered to a halt. 

When Hugh came in after fulfilling his squirely duties as master of ceremonies at the cresset, we sat staring together at the now gently purring hearth-fire. He raised a toast, in an unorthodox manner, in his uncle’s amber Malmsey: “To Asmat,” he said, “the undoubted victor in the 1909 Proserprine Prize, with all the lucre that accompanies it. I say—you don’t think there’s any chance that one of those trio will challenge what you say?”

“Hardly likely,” I replied. “What on earth could they say? ‘We all thought it was Stoker, but that book told us otherwise?’ Oh ho, no. Shouldn’t wonder if they claim the credit for their great percipience in backing an outsider: ‘The critics may gainsay us, but here was a book that really spoke to us…’ ” Our laughter rang around the room. 

Hugh smirked at Basil Lamport’s picture. “And here’s another toast, to ‘Sabazeus’,” he added, winking at me. “And make sure that Smithers hands over the oof to his author when the solicitors send it in his care.”  

“Oh, I will,” I replied. “And here’s one more. To Jean-Nicholas Arthur Rimbaud and his lost Red Sea years; to the studies in arcane literatures that he pursued—and I found—among the Abyssinian mages on the shores of Lake Assal; and to the secret names he gave me.”
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Something of the Light: An Interview with Mark Valentine


Conducted by John Howard, © September 2013




John Howard: The first three tales in Seventeen Stories appear under the heading “Three Singular Detectives”. You have also created two very popular “singular detectives” of your own (Ralph Tyler and The Connoisseur). What is your interest in characters like Sherlock Holmes and Prince Zaleski? Why do many such characters - including yours - seem to generate a “cult” following and status?


Mark Valentine: Prince Zaleski certainly deserves a cult. Who can resist a seer-detective in a remote ruined abbey festooned with relics and curios, who solves his cases without stirring from his silken couch, indeed scarcely without removing his lips from his gemmed chibouque? Both he and Holmes are arcane dandies of the Eighteen Nineties, with all that period’s flourish of the aesthetic and decadent. I think such style, such a mood, is certain to impel some discerning readers. The Connoisseur is the distant acolyte of these wonderful figures. And in the third story, “The Return of Kala Persad”, I try to give a voice to another exotic visionary, a Hindu mystic from a lineage of cosmic snake-charmers. [See this Wormwoodiana article for more on Kala Persa. -ed.]


“The city’s emblem is a golden fleur-de-lys on a scarlet ground. That will do quite well for civic and ceremonial purposes: neat, heraldic, hinting at a proud medieval past it doesn’t in fact have. But it is not the real crest of Trieste, its living sigil. That is far different.” - from “The Seer of Trieste”


JH: Heraldry and heraldic symbols are recurring themes in your stories. What attracts you to heraldry?


MV: Bright colours and strange shapes, to begin with. But also a sense that heraldic symbols are a code or shorthand for myths and stories. I think we may sometimes under-appreciate how our response to symbols shapes our thinking and emotions. Court heraldry has perhaps become a bit ossified, with its archaic language and ritual, and its association with social hierarchy. But there’s also a vibrant profane heraldry, for instance in logos, brands and images used commercially. And I think there’s a folk heraldry too, in the way local places adopt their own emblems and mascots. They might seem just a bit of fun, and they are that: but they can also embody a certain spirit or energy. So heraldry in this broader sense seems to me to be well worth exploring.


“I knew that lore may reach backwards as well as forwards, and take upon itself, in a new guise, all the potency of the past.” - from “The Axeholme Toll”


JH: Do you think that English lore (or lore that has been adopted and is now often seen as belonging to England and the English - I am mainly thinking of Arthur/Glastonbury here - has anything to offer us today?


MV: I think all lore can speak to that part of us that isn’t materialist. I have a great deal of sympathy with the humanist and rationalist approach (touched on in “Without Instruments”) but I recognise too that we are often influenced by, and attracted to, ideas and stories that aren’t in the least rational. Hence the ancient and persistent pleasure in tales of the fantastic and supernatural. And, as the Glastonbury author Geoffrey Ashe pointed out (by way of the historian E.A. Freeman), myths may not be historically true but what they say, the very fact of their existence, is an aspect of history. Current Dark Age history books completely do away with Arthur: some make a point of not even mentioning him. I understand this to be a way of stripping right back to very cautious facts. But it reduces us to potsherds and middens. Our ancestors were no more only interested in the material than we are. As Arthur Machen said, “Man is so made that all his true delight arises from the contemplation of mystery, and save by his own frantic and invincible folly, mystery is never taken away from him; it rises within his soul, a well of joy unending.”


JH: Your mention of “Without Instruments” leads me conveniently into another question. Despite the title, the music in that story might not be what the reader is expecting - but you do make use of “conventional” music in some of your other stories. What does music mean to you? Do you have a favourite genre and performer/band/composer?


MV: In the early Nineteen Eighties, I was much impressed then by the do-it-yourself spirit of new wave: like many others, I published a zine and some of my first writing was for other zines such as Crash Smash Crack Ring. This was inspired by the band The Fall (whose prime mover, Mark E. Smith, is also a great Machen enthusiast) but it covered anything. I wrote on modern fountains, goatspotting, and had a column, The Dark Parade, on supernatural fiction. I also issued my own recordings on indie tapes (the C60 scene as it was called) and contributed to others. Surprisingly these still crop up: an experimental musician I greatly respect is working on recomposing my reed organ piece (as by The Mystic Umbrellas) “Journey to the West” and a field recording I made (with others) of the sea and a lighthouse foghorn in West Cornwall has been broadcast regularly on basic.fm, a maverick online radio station. I currently listen most to drone or minimalist work, and admire particularly the electronic compositions of Brian Lavelle and the landscape-based work (music, writing and design) of Corbel Stone Press.


“And we started a Thirteen Club whose dinners were marked both by the flouting of superstitions and, I may say, a cavalier contempt for good form and proper order.” - from “The Tontine of Thirteen”


JH: Clubs and societies, and their rituals (although not usually the sort adopted by the Thirteen Club!) frequently feature in your stories. Why do you think this is? Has being the member of a club or other group influenced your work?


MV: When I was about sixteen, a perceptive English teacher gave me to read Thomas Love Peacock’s Headlong Hall. I was astounded to discover that old literature could be a joy and not just a chore. Peacock had a witty, idiosyncratic way with words and did not disdain slapstick. But what also appealed was the setting: a group of eccentrics gathered in an ancient hall over good food and drink to talk philosophy and nonsense. It seemed to me then, growing up in what I thought was humdrum Northampton, quite the ideal, and I suppose I’ve always been seeking, and sometimes finding, aspects of this in life and in fiction.


JH: Your stories always, it seems to me, possess a strong sense of place - whether real, fictional, or something in between. There is often also a clear cosmopolitan sensibility in your work, which is balanced, perhaps, by your stories with English, if not explicitly Northamptonshire, settings. What leads you to choose a particular setting for a particular story? And what do you think of the idea that the more unusual settings could be a compensation for what you recall as the “humdrum” setting of your adolescence?


MV: I’ve since come to understand that even the most outwardly unromantic places have their history and mysteries, and bleak allure. Sometimes such localities have strongly suggested a story to me: as I describe in “The Axholme Toll”, this inland island of drained marshes hides many legends, some of which I try to weave into the tale. In fact, I’ve always been drawn to obscure and remote places. My first publication was The Garden of Ruin, God of the Rain, a guidebook to a natural temple, and the second was a monograph on The Holy Wells of Northamptonshire, which was in part my attempt to discover that my home shire wasn’t so humdrum after all. I visited quite a few of these neglected water shrines, which included pools and springs associated with gods, saints, fairies, and folklore figures. I went on to edit Source, a journal of holy well studies, and visited many other sacred sites around the country. I’m sure all this must have influenced aspects of my stories.


“It was his aim to reward the author of the book that most skilfully went into the dark and emerged with something of the light … ” - from “The 1909 Proserpine Prize”


JH: Who you think would be a suitable recipient of the Proserpine Prize today? Which title or titles of theirs would best meet the criterion for the award, and why?


MV: The shortlist for the next Proserpine Prize ought to consist of A Crown for the Unicorn by Mary Anne Allen; Shadows of London by Jonathan Wood; Saraband of Sable by John Gale; Flark of the “Dandibus” by James Worse; The Unfolding Map by John Howard; and A Solitude in Style by K.J. Bishop. Unfortunately none of these books exist yet. But they should.


JH: My blushes! You’ve given me a great potential title there. I often find the title to be the most difficult part of the story. Some of your own titles, both of books and stories, are certainly intriguing and evocative, leading the reader into exploring further. Which of your titles - if any - are you particularly fond of? Have any only come to you when you’d given up hope?


MV: “The Mascarons of the Late Empire” is one of my favourite titles, and I do believe it was you who helped me find it, by telling me about an architecture scholar who had made fine photographs of mascarons (stone masks). Some stories seem to have a title that belongs to them from the very beginning, but others are harder to find. It’s also hard to resist atrocious puns, which is how “The Fall of the King of Babylon” was nearly either “Eel Meet Again” or “Eel Met by Moonlight”.


“ … those who know the secrets of the Wonders will smile and still soar high and wander always in the colours and the light … ” - from “You Walk the Pages”


JH: When they’ve finished Seventeen Stories, what do you hope readers will take with them (or find)?


MV: I hope readers will admire the book’s design and production qualities, because Swan River does take a lot of care over those. Also, since ideas have a life of their own, if they found aspects of the stories suddenly turning up in unexpected places that would be splendid.



 




John Howard was born in London. His stories have been published in several anthologies and the books The Silver Voices, The Defeat of Grief,  Numbered as Sand or the Stars, and Written by Daylight. With Mark Valentine he contributed to their joint collection Secret Europe, and collaborated with him on several stories in The Collected Connoisseur. Howard has also published articles on many aspects of fantastic fiction, especially the work of Fritz Leiber, Arthur Machen, and August Derleth.





 








The Still, Cold Air

from Here with the Shadows

Steve Rasnic Tem




RUSSELL TOOK POSSESSION OF his parents’ old house on a cold Monday morning. The air was like a slap across his cheeks. The frost coating the bare dirt yard cracked so loudly under his boots he looked around to see if something else had made the sound. Nothing grew here but a few large trees. His parents had left behind an old washer, a scattering of junk-filled cans and buckets, the front grill of an old Chevrolet, and some mouldy, unidentifiable bit of taxidermy. A set of rusted bulkhead doors probably led to the basement. He hadn’t wanted the property, and his sisters didn’t want him to have it.

“You don’t deserve their house, you know,” Angela had said, before handing him the keys. “You hated them, didn’t you? I mean what else could it be the way you treated them? You must have hated them.”

And of course he didn’t deserve it. He’d been estranged from them his entire adult life, but he didn’t have much choice. Winter was here, and he’d been living out of his car the last three months. Did he hate them? He actually had no idea. The bigger question was why they had willed him their house.

The key was giving him trouble—he examined it—worn thin and scratched up, the lock itself fairly chewed up as well. He eased the key in carefully, feeling for a fit, afraid he was going to snap it. Snow hadn’t actually started yet, but tiny bits of ice floated in the air, now and then landing with a sting. Not a good night to spend in the car, especially with his own house at hand, however shabby and worn down. He tilted his head back and looked up at the sky—it wasn’t just a snow sky, but a sky on the verge of imminent collapse. The roof line drooped directly above him, the eaves tipped back with the corners sagging even lower. From the street the grey roof looked like an old woman’s floppy, misshapen hat, with some fat animal hidden inside to make it bulge along one side. He recognised his father’s repair system in that—why replace a broken ceiling joist when you could wrap wire around it or nail on extra scraps of wood to strengthen it or tie it to a roof rafter? The result was that runaway warping as the other roof members generated torque around his amateur repairs. It was a wonder the whole thing hadn’t already come crashing down, or some passing inspector hadn’t stopped in alarm and condemned the place. The front door suddenly gave way and he stumbled inside.

It opened into the living room, which seemed to be not much warmer than the outside. He flipped on the light and looked around for the thermostat. He had no idea how he was going to pay for heat and electricity. But even if the utility company shut off the power it was still better than living out of his car. Maybe his sisters would help out. Unlikely, but possible.

He could see very little bare wall in the living room. Large book cases with books jammed in vertically, horizontally, and all angles in between took up most of the area. Much of the remaining wall space was hung with large rugs and woven pieces, and battered overstuffed chairs had been pushed against them, with quilts and towels and blankets and even old clothes wadded behind and in every available space between the furniture. He pulled out a heavy chair and removed the miscellaneous cloth shoved behind it. There was a gap of about two inches between the wall and the floor with frigid air—he guessed from the basement—pouring out. He shoved this insulation back into place as quickly as he could and walked around the perimeter of the room, occasionally getting down on his hands and knees to inspect what his parents had done to block the drafts. In spots wads of cloth had actually been taped or glued. He stood up and looked at the ceiling—the surface was uneven, dipping and rolling as he scanned from one side to the other, and two of the taller bookcases had been jammed into place to support it. He didn’t dare move anything for fear the entire jerry-rigged arrangement would collapse on him.

The wind groaned and whistled on the other side of the door, softly whining through unplugged passages. The walls appeared to shake. The cold found his spine, and brushed up his vertebrae, playing with his nerves.

He understood now why his sisters didn’t want the house. What he didn’t understand was why they’d been so displeased he’d gotten it. He would have thought they’d find it suitable punishment for his sins, but perhaps his parents hadn’t told them everything.

“We’re not asking for any money, son. Just some physical help so that I can fix a few things. That’s all.”His father had sounded frail on that first of numerous calls. Russell almost thought the old man was faking it. But that voice, it sounded—what was the word—shredded?

“No time, Dad,” he’d said, although most days it was a struggle just coming up with things to do. “Ask the girls. If not them, they have husbands.”

There was a long pause at the other end. “They’d worry too much. They live too far away and I know they’d drop everything, disrupt their lives … ” He stopped awhile, coughed uncontrollably. “It wouldn’t be fair. You live less than a hundred miles away.” His mother’s voice rose in the background, garbled, indistinct. “Wait a minute, okay?” When he came back he said, “We don’t have much, but we’d pay you for your time, feed you, whatever you need.”

“I’m pretty busy, Dad, like I said. Look, I’ll call you back.” He’d called back two days later. “Just can’t do it, Dad. What was that you used to say? ‘You’ll have to figure this one out for yourself.’ When I was in jail?” Russell couldn’t remember which particular jail term it had been, but that advice had been standard issue for the old man. He hung up, but before he did, he couldn’t be sure, but he thought the old guy had been crying.

One of the bookcases had a hole punched through the back to access the thermostat mounted on the wall behind it. He finally heard the furnace fan screech on.

A tour of the rest of the house required but a few minutes. One door went to a dull green bedroom large enough for a full bed and dresser. A square panel in the ceiling provided access to the attic. One day he would check to see how bad it was up there. A narrow path around the bedroom wall led to the house’s only bathroom, large enough for one person to stand in, use the toilet or bathe. The porcelain displayed a dull patina of rust stain. Another door off the living room took him into a tiny kitchen with a chipped yellow table.

This was what his parents had moved into after all their resources dried up. What happened to most of their belongings? Maybe they’d been stuffed into basement and attic for more homemade insulation.

He walked to the living room window, showering himself with enormous grey clots of dust as he pulled back the curtain. The new snow had filled the grassless yard quickly, catching in the limbs of the skinny bare trees until they overflowed and leaned. It tumbled out of the sky like rapidly disintegrating hospital linen. He hadn’t visited his parents in the hospital. Angela said they’d barely made it through the night after the train went through their car. He’d travelled over that crossing less than a block away to reach this shabby cul-de-sac.

The dense white air sparked with random headlight reflections. He pressed one cheek against the biting glass and looked up through the dark in order to see the edge of the elevated highway a few dozen yards distant. A large truck swung top-heavy and sideways perilously close to the edge of the floating ribbon of dirty concrete, wheels thundering beneath the panicked horn. He imagined he could feel the quieting snow attempt to absorb the sound. His cheek began to numb and his face to twitch before he peeled it away from the pane and pulled the curtain snugly over the night.

As Russell turned around a moment’s disorientation made him close his eyes. The effect of the frigid window lingered on his cheek. He raised his hand to rub his face and momentarily lost his balance, opening his eyes with a start. The living room seemed smaller than it had before, as if the intense cold had contracted the walls. That must be an effect of the unfamiliarity of the place. But a small place seemed even smaller if you’d lived in it a number of years as his parents had, as he had in his last apartment. He remembered thinking he’d do anything for just a couple of more square feet. Some days his apartment had felt like nothing more than a tight and clunky, smelly suit he’d been forced to wear. It had embarrassed him to live there.

A cold line glided across his wrist and lingered there, as if it were an absent finger seeking contact. He tensed, waiting for something more but it did not come. He held out his arm like a divining rod and walked helplessly in circles, seeking the source of the cold, feeling led and teased.

He hadn’t even noticed that the furnace fan had stopped whining after awhile. He walked over by the heat grate low in the wall. Air hot as flame shot out, carrying long spongy strands of dust like snake spirits. He watched entranced as they first hung up on the grate then spun loose and floated around the room. He’d have to change the filter soon.

He didn’t completely trust the already-made bed, but he no longer had sheets of his own. In the car he’d slept in layers of underwear, sweaters, bathrobe, and three coats. The sheets and blankets looked clean enough, but they had that old man smell. More cells dying, and the lungs working harder to push in and out the stale air. He supposed one day he would also smell that way.

He considered turning the heat down before bed, switching off the lights. But heat and lights were a luxury he wished to bathe in.

A sheet had been draped over the small bedside table. Removing it he discovered a small thirteen inch TV; by manoeuvring the coat hanger jammed into the broken aerial he acquired a fuzzy picture, but no sound. For a few minutes he watched a rolling image of a weatherman walking around outside against a sky filled with snow and static. Now and then the static would leak out of the sky and fill the entire frame. He assumed the broadcast was local, but on days like this it was easy to imagine the whole world snowing.

He flipped the set off and settled in. The bed was freezing, the bedroom heat vent broken or clogged. The pillow felt hard, cold and greasy against his neck, a refrigerated pig. He didn’t care. He closed his eyes, expecting fatigue and body heat to solve all his problems.

From his nights in his car he naturally fell into a kind of half-sleep. He was vaguely cognisant of a glow from the snow filling the world outside, pushing through the curtains, bathing the interior of the undersized house with its blue-white persistence. He needn’t go to a window or open a door to see the increasing accumulation; he could feel it coming down, out of the distant dark and through his half-sleep and covering the dirty, disappointing city, filling this cul-de-sac with swollen empty dreams and erasing the grimiest details. He suffered the weight of it; half hoping it would either kill him or put him unconscious, it scarcely mattered which. He heard the creaking overhead and, sleepily aware of the increasing mass on the malformed roof, he found himself smiling. But although the roof groaned and the walls trembled and sighed, the pitiful structure held, at least for now.

For now but wait but wait the words dropped into his ears and stayed. They did not bring him fully awake but they made him consider. Two voices fighting for dominance, and vaguely familiar.

In the distant other side of sleep he heard wind gusts under the eaves, pushing against brittle siding. The house stirred but he did not. Waited and waited until there was no hope, whispered with bitter control; he considered he might be in a struggle with his shoulders, trying not to hear. He felt a memory of light warming his eyelids, trying to make him raise them, but he would not.

Then thunder in his head as he fought the suspect sheets that once enshrouded the old couple who’d raised him—And You Left Us Here Alone!

Russell tore the bed clothing from his chest and neck, desperate to breathe. He thought he might have called out—at least he was confident he’d heard a voice so like his own on either this side or the other of the heavy curtains. The bed clothes slid away and off the bed like a sudden failure of skin. He was now cold to his bones and scrambled frantically to drape himself again.

Sounds were muted. He felt curled into the centre of a cocoon of hush. Outside the wind slipped off the roof and tumbled. He imagined he could hear the sound of noiseless footsteps creating a progression of holes through the snow and halting outside his window, the depressions filling with shadow.

He eased himself across the bed and pulled a bit of curtain off the window. Nothing peered in but an oval pattern of rime centred on the pane. Through the empty holes for eyes and mouth he could see the wobble of restless foliage. The wind coughed up billows of powdered snow, walked them across the drifted lawn and abandoned them to the ice-laden streets. In distant neighbourhoods the yellow lights blinked and smeared.

The phone rang out jangled and upset. Russell hadn’t even known there was a phone, hadn’t seen it, and certainly hadn’t authorised its connection. But it called out from somewhere within the room. He crawled over the cluttered floor, brushing books, papers, clothes or rags away with the gross movement of hands and arms, swinging and batting in an urgency to kill the obnoxious sound. His fingers brushed the receiver and he jerked it up to his ear.

“Yes … ” he answered, as if about to be ordered to do something he wanted no part of.

“Russell?” He thought it was one of his sisters, but he didn’t know which one. “Are they there? If they are you must let them in. Do you appreciate … how cold … ” The connection filled with waves of static which washed through the receiver and across his chilled arm.

“Angela? Beth?” But there was no answer, and he didn’t bother calling out his other sisters’ names. Who was coming? And in this weather? He dropped the phone.

Something smacked against the window, flat and unpadded.Russell thought of the unlikely possibility of a bare hand, ungloved, unprotected. His sisters were foolish that way. A trip involving at least three of them, come here to complain or intervene (all under the guise of “helping”), had always been a prospect. Maybe there were things of value still hidden in the house, although he couldn’t imagine where, and they wanted their portion. It never paid to underestimate people’s greed, even family members’.

There was a chuffing sound outside, like someone struggling through the snow. Or it might have been a panting dog in the next room. Interrupted sleep caused a corruption of the senses, so he could trust his own perceptions no more than the good will of others. But there was that chuffing sound again, a mouth seeking oxygen perhaps, but all it got for its efforts was a throat full of cold. He grabbed for the phone again and dragged it to his ear. The line was still open, with a steady train of distant, oft-repeated soft explosions of air, like a life stuttering out of the world. He laid the receiver gently back into the cradle, not wanting to make a sound, not wanting to encourage any sort of response. Someone wept, either outside the house or inside these poor walls, or inside his head. But he couldn’t allow them to freeze, at least not here.

Russell climbed to his feet, feeling around on his body, attempting to bring it to life. He’d gone to bed in his clothes; he didn’t own pajamas. He was grateful, but after searching the room in the dim light leaking around the edge of curtain he couldn’t find his boots, and he was reluctant to turn on the light. The space under the bed was jammed with plastic bags. He put several over each foot, attempted to tie them into place.

The living room smelled of warm furnace dust and air breaking down into something darker and less useful. He opened the front door slowly and, closing his eyes briefly, let the cold air rush him into its embrace. Sighing, he looked around at the drifts, now a foot high and creeping taller against the house. It should stay this way, he thought, the downy white having transformed the grungy yard into a painting. He recognised a hulking phantom of snow and ice as his car. But the automobile seemed strangely past, a useless memory. One large tree appeared to have given up against the weight of snow and now leaned dangerously close. He saw no signs of his sisters, but he could see the holes they’d made in the snow, the wind not quite having erased their footprints. He heard them whispering, or whimpering around the side of the house. It served them right if they’d gotten themselves into trouble, but he couldn’t just leave them there.

The plastic bags kept the damp out, but the lack of boots made him unsteady on his feet.He teetered this way and that, rocking his body through the snow, his view skewed by imbalance. The snow smelled of air cleansed of human contact. The roof loomed, parts sagging with incompetent support. He found himself staring at the perimeter of the eaves, the edges of the windows. Balls and ovals of ice clung there, as if whispers and open-mouthed cries had crusted over, hard ice expressions with hollow lament trapped inside.

A sudden gust of wind picked up with rapid feminine tittering, blew it around the house until the voices became a glacial mist. He arrived too late, the only signs were the curved icicles clawing the edges of the metal basement hatch.

The stuck front door panicked him until he slammed it open with a thrust of shoulder and thigh. He staggered in, the moonlight gathering around him to illuminate the impoverished state of the room. His parents had left him everything, and nothing. He forced the door shut, hearing the splintering as the bottom pushed on the threshold covered with intruding snow.  He was still able to latch it, but the effort made him weepy.

The phone was ringing in the bedroom. He stumbled in, sat down on the edge of the unsteady bed and picked it up. The line was dead, the receiver icy against his ear as he listened to the cold empty air. “With no signal, nothing comes across,” he thought he said aloud.

In the darkened room he felt the bitter air moving around him. The old house leaked, and he should never have accepted it. As he raised his head and stared at nothing, the shadows began to rearrange. All those years he had successfully kept his distance. He felt so frozen, and all he wanted was not to feel at all. The small house sighed, and then it trembled, and now it seemed no larger than the confines of his head.

He should never have gone out. He should never have come here in the first place. If he had more time maybe he could figure things out, even though figuring things out had never been his strong suit. He’d made so many bad mistakes. And now in the still, cold air he realised he’d let them in.
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Lynda E. Rucker: First of all, I want to say how much I enjoyed Here with the Shadows. In reading your prose, I was reminded by the precision and beauty of your word choices that you are also a poet. In what ways do you feel your affinity for poetry has affected the way you approach writing fiction?


Steve Rasnic Tem: From poetry I brought a focus on the image, and the sense of how just a few words can change everything, shifting a character’s perception and attitude to an amazing degree, and engendering delight and surprise in the reader. If they’re the right few words they can do as much as, or more than, a few dozen pages of careful plotting.


In my readings of British ghost stories it always seemed to me that the difference between the great writers and the mediocre ones often came down to their use of imagery. The right set of images, carefully revealed, had the ability to persuade us that the invisible was not only real, but terrifying. The best writers took the ordinary and made it something extraordinary. One of the classic examples of this is what M.R. James does with a bed sheet in “Oh, Whistle, and I’ll Come to You, My Lad”. A lesser writer would have botched it, gone too far with it or not developed it sufficiently. Imagery like that requires a sure hand or else it’s all wires and rigging and unearned melodrama.






LER: The oldest story in Here with the Shadows first appeared more than twenty years ago and a couple of others are from the early oughts. Most, however, are relatively recent, some very much so, and so I wanted to ask what may have prompted these three recurring themes or story ideas I noted throughout the collection:



	The stories are suffused with a sense of grief toward the dead, and in many cases, the dead toward whom the living have still–unresolved feelings.


	Many of the story set–ups have to do with a protagonist returning home (again, usually following a death) to face a past he or she might prefer to have forgotten.


	Finally, a number of the characters are approaching and coping with their own sense of mortality and imminent death.





SRT: Some of that timing is simply because I knew I was going to at last do this particular collection, and even as I wrote those stories and they appeared first in other venues I knew they would wind up in Here with the Shadows in the end—a collection of ghost stories, essentially, and for me ghosts are about regret and death and our conflicted feelings about mortality.


But it’s a truism that writers’ subjects often reflect the stage of life they’re in, or the one just past. So early on I wrote about my childhood, and then my nightmarish dating life, and then I wrote about the anxieties of raising children (revisiting those issues as new insights arrived—for example, having four granddaughters is giving me additional perspectives on both childhood and parenting), and the next stage—well, I’m 63, and I know more and more people dying early, or caring for a disabled spouse, losing their health, preparing for that grand “summing up”—so the subject becomes a natural.


Not that I haven’t written about death before. We all encounter it at various stages in our life, and it changes us in different ways. Losing our son in the late eighties when he was nine changed forever how I felt about death—any inner calm I had about the subject blew right out of my head along with my previous sense of self and maybe a little bit of my sanity. And other losses and scares since then have shifted that perspective—my father, who I had an extremely troubled relationship with, died a few years back, and the fact that Melanie is a two time cancer survivor—these encounters change how you view mortality, and it intensifies and complicates as you grow older.


In my everyday life I don’t obsess about it (thank God I have characters who will do that for me) and I’m not one of those old guys who likes to talk about his aches and pains all the time—I’ve got much better things to do. I suppose I’ve allowed it to permeate my writing now so that it doesn’t permeate my life.


Still, as much as I focus on enjoying the now and thinking about the new things I might be doing tomorrow, I inevitably find myself in activities which bring out these themes. My mother has Alzheimer’s and is approaching her final days. I’m a couple of years away from retiring from the day job. And I’m at that stage in my career in which I’m putting together numerous collections which tend to summarise what I’ve done with short stories, and I’m at last finishing up novels which have been decades in their gestation. So a lot of loose ends are being tidied up—which feels a bit strange.


LER: Most of the protagonists in this collection also seem to be grappling with a sense of isolation, even the ones with loving families as in the title story and “Seeing the Woods”. Do you see this isolation as an inevitable consequence of being human? Or is this related to the stage in life these characters have reached, as they near and contemplate their own deaths?


SRT: I think our complicated relationship with isolation is certainly one of the things which defines us as human. Many of us fear it and fight it all our lives, and yet I’m not sure you can be a fully functioning human without embracing it from time to time and learning from what it tells you. And then at the end it’s inescapable.


I think it’s one of my own greatest fears. I was a painfully shy, frequently isolated child, growing up in a tiny and relatively remote southern Appalachian town. Even though I liked most of the people I met (and as I’ve learned over the years, they also liked me), it was impossible for me to open any conversation, to make overtures of any kind, really. I overcame a great deal of that over the years, but even today I tend to be quiet and reticent most of the time, and as a writer, when I’m required to speak or interact professionally, I still feel like a shy person pretending not to be shy.


Like most shy people, I need to retreat into isolation from time to time to find myself again, to recharge. But having a family and needing to be there for the ones I love has kept me from becoming a hermit. But if I didn’t have them I’m not sure what I would be. So often I write about lonely characters who haven’t been as successful as I have been in overcoming their loneliness.


LER: For me, you have always been an author whose work demonstrates the absurdity of adhering to labels like “literary” and “genre” fiction; besides the quality of your prose that I mentioned above, your themes also clearly demonstrate that horror and fantasy, so often dismissed as adolescent, are fully capable of grappling with the full scope of human experience. What about supernatural fiction attracts you for exploring those themes?


SRT: “The full scope of human experience”—for me that’s the key. As any shy person will tell you, “if all I am is what you see me do and hear me say then I guess I’m barely a part of this world.” I’ve always believed that a great deal of human experience was locked in our heads, informing our imaginations, filling our dreams, but also triggering our emotions and informing our plans and ambitions, and certainly the seed for much of our art, architecture, invention, engineering. But less tangible in and of itself, because all those on the outside can see of it are those by–products. So perhaps that inner life is describable only through the techniques of metaphor and surreality.


I remember reacting badly when a junior high teacher talked about how there was fiction about real things, created by writers like Crane and Hemingway and Jesse Stuart (a favourite regional writer of the time), and then there was fiction about things which weren’t real—myths, fairytales, science fiction, ghost stories. The clear implication was that the first type of fiction was the important stuff. I was annoyed and genuinely puzzled, because for me this “unreal” fiction was just as real as the other type—it was just that its true subject matter was less tangible, less readily apparent.


I liked all kinds of fantasy and science fiction, as long as it was about real emotions, about the things which really mattered to people. And the aspect of supernatural fiction which impressed me was that here was a fiction which was largely about the “real”, observable world, which focused on the ambiguities inherent in the details of that world, and in so doing took you to a different place, showed you a glimpse of this mystical realm which was beyond rational understanding. Now, I didn’t believe in ghosts, or in any aspect of the traditional supernatural—believing that when people presented such things as observable fact they were filtering the unknowable through a screen of human concepts and language, and therefore had to be fundamentally in error. But when read as the metaphors they actually were, it just seemed this could be a terribly rewarding and exciting way to write. I was less interested in scaring people—although sometimes this could be a neat side–effect of such fiction—than I was in finding a way to write about essentially unknowable, indescribable, spiritual events.


LER: You’ve mentioned that the stories in this collection in particular were influenced by some early twentieth century British authors of supernatural fiction. Can you say a bit more about that influence?


SRT: Although I wouldn’t say that the stories in Here with the Shadows are much “like” those early twentieth century stories, they are in part a response to my extensive reading in that area—my favourite kind of reading during the winter months, actually. What I appreciate about those early collections of Burrage, Benson, Wakefield, James, Blackwood, and the like begins with the physical package—these relatively short, finely made, supernatural collections exhibiting some unity of tone and approach.


And then looking at the stories themselves—careful word choices and subtle effects, quiet unassuming stories which still became the technical basis for much of the supernatural fiction which came after. Just reading these books I developed a hunger for my own version of such a collection.


Although it may seem strange to talk about “realism” in the context of fantasy writing, a lot of these stories feel more realistic to me than some of the more elaborate approaches to fantasy. They’re closer to recognisable human emotional responses to phenomena. When “normal” people experience intimations of another reality, they’re not seeing angels descending from the heavens bearing flaming swords, they’re picking up on ambiguous clues in the environment, in the lighting, the sounds and the smells, the details in a room where people have lived and died over a period of decades. Even when writing fantasy I believe that maintaining some connection with this level of reality is important when you’re trying to write about what moves us and makes us human.


I’m not one to write a slavish homage to any writer—at most I pick up on themes which resonate with me, or I might make reference to characteristic techniques or framing devices. I think anyone familiar with the James school of ghost writers will pick up on some of these echoes in Here with the Shadows. Ghosts manifest themselves in a variety of traditional ways: as mystical presences, as yearnings embodied, as invisible entities evident only in how they affect the things around them, as part of visual scenes displaced in time. There’s a story utilising the narrative distancing technique of a ghost story related in a letter read by an unrelated narrator. Another story uses the traditional device of a painting that changes as a haunting is revealed. And the final story, “Wheatfield with Crows”, owes much to Blackwoods’s “The Willows”.


LER: “Est Enim Magnum Chaos” was originally published in a collection of Arthur Machen–inspired fiction. Has Machen been a particular influence on your work, and if so, in what way?


SRT: I’ve read a great deal of Machen, but I would say that any influence is purely attitudinal. That idea of his that behind the mundane world hides something fundamentally more mysterious and strange has always moved me. He’s also another writer who made it clear to me that supernatural fiction wasn’t necessarily all about the frights–it could also be about delivering moments of spiritual awe.


LER: You are originally from Virginia. I was particularly struck by a sentence from “Smoke in a Bottle” because, having grown up in the South myself, I find this to be true for me: “When you live in a place as poor as that people think you must hate it and you can’t wait to leave.” In the story, this idea is contradicted by the protagonist; I wondered whether that passage was true for you as well, and in what ways growing up in the Appalachians may have informed your fiction?


SRT: On both my mother’s side and my father’s side I come from poor Appalachian dirt farmers (probably Melungeons on my father’s side but it’s never been completely confirmed), who I think felt lucky to stay out of the mines. My father was a game warden and when I entered high school my mother went to work in the county clerk’s office so we could have a little more money. We were poor, but we knew we were better off than many others (this was in one of the poorest counties in southwest Virginia—at one time as poor as any county in Mississippi) so I can’t say I ever felt deprived, or that I ever even noticed I wasn’t wearing the best clothes. We only knew of a handful of people who might be considered “well off”. And my dad bought the first colour TV in the county, which was a point of pride for him. He built a massive TV antenna on the roof which fell over at least once. So I watched more TV than most. We had very few books, and didn’t get a public library in the county until I was in high school–consequently I developed an inordinate hunger for books—they were exotic objects to me.


Although I was a shy kid, I was a naturally happy kid, even though things at home were pretty difficult sometimes with my dad’s alcoholism. Because of the alcoholism I never had friends over, and almost never saw other kids during the summer, even on those rare occasions I had the opportunity. I watched TV, I read whatever I could, I made up games and stories and I drew pictures. That was my life. Living in the county itself was a rather isolated existence. I knew very few people who ever ventured out of that small community. All we really knew about the outside world was what we saw on TV, and frankly, it was like watching newsreels from Mars. I think most of us felt very little connection with that world.


It was also one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been. I was surrounded by fields and trees and low mountain ridges. All kinds of wildlife, especially birds. Houses and lawns were surprisingly well kept, and even the abandoned shacks on the hills had an antique charm. And with that porous limestone underneath everything we probably had more caves than people, and quite a sense of mystery about it all—the signs of early Indian habitation were everywhere, and the cave system under the town was largely unexplored, but once a giant rat showed up in our basement and we were pretty sure it had come out of that cave system …


And for all my dad’s problems he was quite a storyteller. They all were, really. And believe me I listened.


I couldn’t live there now because there’s no bookstore, movie house, or even a hospital (but they finally got 911 a couple of years ago, so at least now there are street names). But I can certainly understand when old friends retire back there.


LER: For me, “Telling” is to be the story in this collection that plants itself most squarely in the horror genre. I found it genuinely scary and disturbing—upsetting even—something that doesn’t really happen to me often when I read horror fiction. In contrast, something like “Seeing the Woods” reads like a work of mainstream literary fiction. My guess is that you don’t set out to write a work that fits into x category, but what do you tend to begin with—an idea, a mood, a character, something else?


SRT: I’m obsessed with story, and I’m particularly fascinated with how little is required sometimes to start a story. I’ve started many a story, for example, after overhearing a stray line of dialogue. Sometimes it’s something I’ve overheard—often incorrectly—from the street outside. I imagine what kind of person would say such a thing, and why. I’ll just start writing, curious to see where it all goes. It’s a high risk strategy, because sometimes it doesn’t go anywhere, but often it does. More frequently these days I’ll take something I’m really emotional about and attempt to explore all its aspects through fiction. For me it’s a kind of testimony, and I feel it’s something all serious writers should do at least now and then. And I’m always surprised when I hear writers say they stay away from topics which upset them.


Everything’s highly tentative, however, until I discover the characters, and I figure out who’s telling the story. Those will be the experts for that particular piece—they’re the ones who know where the story needs to go. I believe a writer ignores what the characters have to say at his or her peril.


As for genre, ideally I let the characters tell me that as well. Though sometimes I’m writing to order for a particular anthology or magazine, so there’s this nebulous sort of negotiation going on in which I’m trying not to let the story go in an unsellable direction—it doesn’t always work.


Those particular stories you mention are what I call “bridge” stories, and I think it’s good to have those in a collection. “Telling” fits in some ways with the approach of the other stories but an image or two point to a place a bit beyond the scope of the book—toward fiction which is more typically horrific. “Seeing the Woods” takes the conversation in the opposite direction—details accumulate which suggest a certain spirituality, and there’s a sense that at any moment there might be an actual, identifiable ghostly encounter, but the story never quite goes there. So those two stories tend to set the boundaries of what I’m playing with in this book.


LER: What else do you have coming out or are you working on that we can look forward to?


SRT: For the remainder of this year there’s my new novel Blood Kin, a southern Gothic about everything horrific and Appalachian, from Solaris in Feb/March. And later on there will be a standalone novella, In the Lovecraft Museum, from PS Publishing. Then next year there’s this giant horror collection Out of the Dark: A Storybook of Horrors from Centipede. 225,000 words, around seventy stories, none of them having appeared in my other collections—broken into categories like Old Monsters, Faraway Lands, Psychomania, etc. It’s like an old fashioned storybook anthology but all the stories are by one author.


As for projects I’m writing now—I’m finally getting around to finishing up Ubo, my science fiction horror novel about the origins of human violence. Then there’s a YA novel, Summerdark. A previous YA novel, The Mask Shoppe of Doctor Blaack, is still making the rounds of publishers. I like it very much—it’s an elaborate fantasy about Halloween, but maybe the editors are finding it a bit old–fashioned in today’s climate—I don’t know. I’m also writing some realistic Appalachian stories—someday I’d like to do an all Appalachian collection including a blend of realistic and fantasy–based stories.
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Extract from Longsword

Thomas Leland




ELA, COUNTESS OF SALISBURY, a veritable captive in her own castle, under the hand of covetous Lord Raymond, discovers an unlikely ally among her oppressor's domestics. This lady has her own harrowing history which she recounts to her imprisoned mistress—a tale that features the principal ingredients of Longsword the novel in miniature. — Albert Power, editor.

 


“Happier days have I beheld; and better fortune have I experienced. I had a husband, lady, brave and honest: a son too, trained to arms, and exercised in deeds of war.—But heaven was pleased to take them from me.”—Here her grief broke forth with still greater violence, and redoubled the attention of the Countess; nor did she soon recover such ease as enabled her to proceed in the following manner.

“Our residence was in the neighbourhood of Nottingham, where we lived in peace, removed from the cares of greatness, and the bitterness of distress. My husband was loving; Edmund our only child, the delight of our eyes, and comfort of our advancing years. Though bred to arms, he was mild and gentle, and though nurtured in the humble vale of life, he was brave and generous. Even from his infant years, he had conceived an affection for the daughter (she too the only child) of a neighbouring Franklin, which grew with their ripening age; nor was condemned or controlled. The fond parents beheld this youthful pair of lovers with secret joy; and hoped, in them, to transmit their names and little inheritances to succeeding times. They were betrothed, and but waited for the holy benediction to crown their wishes; when war and tumult began to rage in England. John was then our King: he had submitted, and was reconciled to the Holy Father. He had attempted to recover his dominions in France; but, abandoned by his discontented Nobles, he returned to his kingdom, full of vexation and revenge. Ah, Lady! little doth the high-born Courtier or the powerful Lord conceive of that weight of misery which public dissensions heap upon the lowly subject! The King marched like an enemy through the land, spoiling and ravaging the estates of his wayward Barons. He arrived at Nottingham; where my Lord of Canterbury, at length, prevailed to stop his unfriendly progress. He continued here for some time: his followers, secure in his protection, and enriched by his bounty, little regarded the severe limits which laws prescribe. Gay revellers they; who, full of mirth and disport, beguiled the time in song and dance with courtly dames. One of these glittering minions of royal favour perchance cast his wanton eyes on Edyth, the maid betrothed to my son. Accursed be the hour, in which he discovered, and was enamoured with her beauty! He courted her in gentle guise, with fair semblance of respect and decent love: he dazzled her with the view of costly gifts; he promised much, he sighed often, and sometimes wept; but all-fruitless were his endeavours to conquer the integrity of this honest maiden. Yet, not entirely displeased at his flattering arts, she listened without terror or abhorrence, whilst yet his purpose was not directly avowed; and sometimes, yielding to his courtesy, suffered him to lead her forth, and to amuse her ear with tales of courtly pleasures and splendour. The jealous anxiety of Edmund ever watched their steps at wary distance: ’till at length, when this incautious maid had been conducted to a secret path, when she suddenly found her helpless innocence at the mercy of a luxurious courtier; when he boldly pressed his suit, and attempted to force her, trembling and dismayed, to his wicked purpose, her piercing shrieks soon summoned a faithful deliverer to her side. Edmund, mad with rage and jealousy, fatally smote the ravisher; and carelessly leaving him weltering in blood, conveyed away his Edyth, who had fainted with terror and surprise, and safely deposited his heart’s dear treasure in her father’s dwelling.

“An event like this was not to be concealed: nor did the unhappy youth, now mad with passion, and deaf to the calls of prudence, fear to avow his bloody deed freely and publicly. Soon was the body discovered; and soon was Edmund seized, and torn from his frantic mistress. An armed band hurried him away, with loud and tumultuous denunciations of vengeance; when happily the King, now returning from the chase, descried the rout, and dispatched an attendant to demand the cause of such disorder. Of this he was instantly informed; and curious to learn the occasion of such a presumptuous violence upon his officer, to view the man who even boasted of his outrage, he ordered the criminal to be brought before him. My son was now led forward; and as he prepared to cast himself at the feet of his Liege, the fiery beast which the King bestrode, frighted at the tumult, began to start and rear up with ungovernable wildness. The attendants instantly alighted; but before they could support their falling master, Edmund had burst like lightning from the hands of his guards, broke his fall, and remounted him. This zeal and vigour were beheld with wonder, and secret applause. The King himself was by no means unaffected by the incident. His looks grew less severe; and in a tone, not angry, but majestically grave, he demanded to know who he was, and what had prompted him to this act of blood. My son kneeled before him, modest but not abject; and with an ingenuous plainness and freedom, related the unhappy cause that had provoked him to this outrage: his love to the betrothed maid; the arts and treachery to which she had been exposed; the horrid attempt of violation; and his own fatal encounter with the King’s officer. In a word, he acknowledged the crime, and with decent boldness declared himself resigned to the punishment, and prepared to yield up his forfeit life. The King listened with attention, and in the natural and unaffected narrative saw the full proof of all that had been alleged. With a sudden warmth, he swore by the foot of God, (his usual oath) that his servant had deservedly met his fate; that Edmund was a brave youth, and merited not only pardon, but reward; and that henceforward he should be his soldier. The witnesses of this scene were not slow to applaud the sentiments of their sovereign. They vied with each other in their praises of my son, whose youthful breast was but too susceptible of their impressions. How happy did we then esteem ourselves, when we saw our child rescued from destruction, graced with the royal favour, and entrusted with an honourable command! To us he paid his filial duty; then flew to the beloved Edyth, to comfort her sorrow and revive her spirit, confounded and depressed by the late event. Of her, he took a tender leave, with assurances of invariable fidelity, and passionate vows of speedy return to complete his happiness; then departed to perform the duties of his new charge. But we were not as yet totally bereft of our darling object; some intervals he found for brief, yet frequent visitings; to delight us with the accounts of his advancing fortune. So completely was he now possessed with the thoughts of war and honour; so elevated and transported by the view of courtly splendour, and the gay promises of youthful ambition, that love seemed to hold but a second place within his mind: and the sighs and half-suppressed tears of Edyth, sometimes confessed her jealous fear of his estrangement. He saw, and chid her unjust suspicions: to allay them, he proposed that the holy father should instantly unite their hands. Their nuptials were sudden; and their conjugal endearments, alas! too soon interrupted by our son’s necessary attendance on his royal master. 

“The land was now threatened with all the calamities of civil war. A second time had the bold Barons put on their armour, and collected their vassals against John. My husband, although he had already suffered in their cause, yet still adhered with an obstinate integrity to that side which he deemed the great bulwark of his country. He earnestly pressed young Edmund to abandon the service of a prince whose favour was precarious; suddenly and capriciously bestowed; and as suddenly and capriciously withdrawn. But he was heard with reluctance and aversion. He urged the solid comforts of honest poverty and contentment; he called it shameful (forgive me, Lady, if his homely sentiments offend) to unite with rapacious foreigners, and to imbrue his hands in the blood of countrymen and brethren. His son was still unmoved, and to all his arguments opposed one plea, his forfeit life, and the vast debt of gratitude he owed the King. A father’s authority was then exerted. He was commanded, upon his filial obedience, to attend on the confederated lords; the terrors of divine vengeance were denounced on his undutiful obstinacy. He hesitated; but the flattering prospects of ambition at length prevailed. He forgot the submission due to a parent’s authority; full of gay hopes and impatient of control, he hastened away to serve his liege lord, whilst my husband, irritated at his disobedience, pronounced something like a curse upon his unhappy son, and followed the standard of William de Albinet the commanding Baron.

“Through the course of these unhappy contests, Edmund increased in honour; and still more and more approved his active valour. It is too well known with what shameful disregard to the protection of their adherents, the Barons suffered a number of the most faithful to their cause to be shut up within the castle of Rochester, and to be sorely pressed by the royal army, while they themselves rioted in London. In a fatal hour, Edmund was commanded to the siege of this castle.—O Lady! a few words are sufficient for the rest of his sad story. How doth the dreadful remembrance pierce my afflicted heart! Many deeds of manhood did he achieve; and oftentimes did he repel the desperate valour of the besieged. At the head of a small party, he at length ventured too rashly to approach the castle walls; and was suddenly encountered by a larger body of the enemy. The contest was obstinate and bloody: but his associates were borne down by numbers, and left him, as they yielded, singly engaged with a soldier, whose sword threatened destruction. They rushed upon each other, they closed, they redoubled their deadly blows, ’till at length, a well directed stroke from the arm of Edmund fell upon the front of his antagonist, cleft his beaver, and uncovered his wounded head. Edmund started! stood aghast! uttered some confused sounds of horror! How can I speak it!—The ill-fated youth—O forever accursed be the authors of every civil strife!—had smote his father.”—Here the disorder of the unhappy mother stopped her voice. The Countess was scarcely less affected: she trembled, as if witness of the horrid scene: and Elinor at length proceeded thus.

“My husband, stunned and faint, was sinking down; when Edmund seized him in his arms, and gently laid him upon the earth. He kneeled before him, in all the bitterness of anguish and distraction. His lamentations were loud and wild; and earnestly did he implore for pardon; and bitterly did he curse his own fatal error. The languid eyes of his father were fixed kindly upon him; his faltering voice spoke forgiveness. And now was Edmund preparing to bind up his wound, and to convey him to some place of safety and relief, when the noise of tumult and rout grew loud. He turned his head hastily, to learn the cause; and, in that fatal moment, received a shot from a cross-bow full in his brain. The son sunk down by the side of the bleeding father; the routed, and the pursuers (a party of the royal army who had come to the support of their associates) trampled upon their bodies. Edmund had at once expired with a groan. My husband lived but to relate the dreadful story.”

Here the attendant struggled to suppress her sorrow. Not so the gentle Countess. Her tender mind was deeply pierced; and freely was her pity uttered.—“Thus,” said Elinor, “in one accursed hour, was I bereft of all my comfort. The calamity was too great for my weak heart to bear. The relation instantly confused my brain, and deprived me of reason. Long did I continue in a melancholy insensibility to my distress; and perhaps, heaven was kind in thus afflicting me. When time, and a brother’s tender care, had at length restored my disordered senses, I learned, that the wretched Edyth had been seized with the pangs of untimely childbirth, had with pain and sorrow given her lifeless burden to the light, long languished in sickness and grief; and was at length retired to a religious house, there to end her wretched days. And there were they soon ended. I myself had been despoiled of all my possessions, by the fury of civil war, in which both parties were equally incensed against my husband or my son. Rescued from death, and supported by the kindness of my brother, the vassal of Lord Raymond; him have I followed, and by his means have I been placed here; ready to obey our Lord in all humble and honest duties: but we have not yet learned to be the base instruments of oppression.”—Here she paused and wept. The Countess laboured to comfort, and to inspire her with hopes of better fortune; repeated her assurances of favour and protection; and earnestly declared, that to be happy, she had but to extricate a grateful mistress from her present distress.











Thomas Leland (1722-1785) was born in Dublin. Ordained to ministry in the Church of Ireland, his works include History of Philip, King of Macedon (1758), History of Ireland (1773), and a posthumous collection of sermons (1788). His only work of fiction, Longsword, Earl of Salisbury, was published in 1762. It was adapted for stage in 1765 as The Countess of Salisbury by fellow Dubliner Hall Hartson. The play remained popular into the early nineteenth century.


To buy Longsword, visit swanriverpress.ie
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Albert Power is a writer and Gothic scholar. In 2011, he edited and introduced The Complete Ghost Stories of Chapelizod by J.S. Le Fanu for Swan River Press. He has published essays on William Beckford, Ann Radcliffe, Wilkie Collins, and J.S. Le Fanu, among others, and lectured and given television interviews about Bram Stoker. In 2010, he treated in a National Library of Ireland lecture of literary affinities between Charles Maturin and Oscar Wilde. His fiction has been published by Ex Occidente Press. Recently he has edited the 250th anniversary edition of Thomas Leland's Longsword.


 


John Kenny: Can you tell us where and when you first came across the novel Longsword?


Albert Power: I first found mention of it in Donald Spector’s introduction to Seven Masterpieces of Gothic Horror (Bantam Books, 1971). I have long been an enthusiast of the Gothic Novel—that first sustained embodiment of atmospheric dread and narrative terror, commonly regarded as lasting from The Castle of Otranto by Horace Walpole (1764) to Melmoth the Wanderer by Charles Maturin (1820). From time to time, reading various Gothic novels I met editorial reference to a non-supernatural historical specimen called Longsword, Earl of Salisbury by Irish writer Thomas Leland, which had been written in 1762—predating Otranto by two years. When I finally, after effort, tracked down a readable copy, I devoured it with fascination; then decided—this book has to see life again.


JK: Why do you think it deserves to be published again after 250 years?


AP: In essence, it is what it says on the cover. Longsword certainly is Gothic both in tone and content—even if it doesn’t feature ghostly appearances or supernatural portents. Set in the early 1200s, and showing considerable narrative subtlety—in terms of the backwards and forwards shift of events and strategically sited switches in point of view—Longsword offers a rollercoaster of connivance and machination, centred upon the sustained attempts by a nephew of the favourite of the English king to suborn the marital favours of Ela, Countess of Salisbury, through forceful occupation of her castle, repeatedly making out that her husband has been killed in the wars, and bullying. At different times, Salisbury and his wife each indulge doubts about the marital constancy of the other, so that at one level the novel is a metaphor for a deeper human theme than terror—although there is also much of that! In addition, the character of the thuggish monk Reginhald harrowingly anticipates similar ecclesiastical villains in the writings of Ann Radcliffe and Matthew Lewis. This year—2012—is the 250th anniversary of the first publication of Longsword, and struck me as presenting an opportunity too important to be missed. I’m delighted that Swan River Press has taken the plunge and chosen to run with bringing out a new edition.


JK: I found the story very accessible. How easily do you think a modern reader might relate to the eighteenth century style?


AP: I share your assessment that Longsword is an accessible read, and I’m glad you liked it. I can’t deny there are some challenges for a modern reader, especially the very long paragraphs and overall absence of paragraph breaks for dialogue. But the story moves along at a rattling pace, and by and large the vocabulary poses no difficulty. Sentences are somewhat chunkier than nowadays fashionable, but they are well punctuated. With Swan River Press’s approval, I’ve modernised spelling and eliminated inconsistencies—but done nothing that would get in the way of what Thomas Leland had written.


There are also rewards. The occasional tactical switches of point of view, for example. And the clever interweaving of character histories and back-story. At times that strikes quite a contemporary note; and of course it all enhances the building up of suspense.


JK: How far from the actual events did Thomas Leland stray in putting together the story of Longsword?


AP: I must confess to not being an authority on thirteenth century history, so it’s difficult to be precise on this point. Bear in mind that Leland was primarily writing fiction—even though his novel featured several historical characters. My understanding is that the shipwreck which beached Salisbury on the Isle of Rhè at the end of the Gascony wars actually took place, although Thomas Leland collapsed the events that occurred there into a far shorter time frame than passed in reality. The siege laid to the virtue of Ela in Salisbury Castle—which principally is what the novel is about—seems to have been altogether made up. The happy ending too is somewhat contrived, in that we know that Longsword died not very long after the Isle of Rhè affair and that Hubert de Burgh’s falling out of favour with Henry III occurred after Longsword’s death. In the introduction, I posit the possibility that Hubert might actually have won out after all in life, since there are suggestions that Longsword’s end came about by poisoning.


JK: Given the times in which Longsword was written, and the fact that Leland was ordained to ministry in the Church of Ireland, how do you think his portrayal of the monk Reginald would have been received by readers?


AP: This is an interesting issue, and I presume that what’s hinted at here is the possibility of an anti-Catholic bias in the wake of the Penal Laws. To be honest, I don’t think this is a feature, though it can be argued. The Penal Laws in Ireland reached their apogee during the reign of Queen Anne, who died in 1714. By the time Longsword was published in 1762 the Church of Ireland was as well established in Ireland as it ever became. We must remember also that this was two years after the accession of King George III—the first of the Hanoverian monarchs actually to be born in England—so that a fear of a return of the Jacobites was so remote as to be negligible. A new wave of anti-Catholic popular feeling erupted in England with the Gordon Riots of 1780, shortly in the wake of Catholic relief legislation, and it is likely that this triggered much of the mood of the later Gothic novels—but in 1762 all this was in the future. It can be urged that the opinions of Charles Maturin—another Dublin-born Church of Ireland clergyman, author of Melmoth the Wanderer (1820)—regarding the perils of popery were more widely known than any such views Thomas Leland may have had.


Another point is that Reginhald’s brutish behaviour is not presented as an aspect of his being in holy orders. Leland makes it clear that he was a bad article to begin with, and only was admitted to monastic life because of the high connections of his brother; and that his fellow monks were so scandalised by his behaviour that they lost no time, when opportunity presented, to try and bring him to book. (“Drunkenness, and riot, and lewdness, had oftentimes profaned their walls with impunity.”) By contrast, however, Matthew Lewis’s Ambrosio, in The Monk (1795), was brought low because his spiritual arrogance made him an apposite prey for the temptings of the Evil One. Reginhald seems a classic case of a ruffianly type using the ministry of religion as a mask for depredation—a device that of course has a sordid analogue even in our own time!


JK: Why do you think Thomas Leland never wrote another novel? The rest of his work is entirely non-fiction.


AP: I surmise it may have been a combination of embarrassment and being too busy. A look at Leland’s bibliography discloses an overall cerebral bent. The author of History of Philip, King of Macedon and a three-volume History of Ireland may have felt it not quite the right thing to tarry much with fiction. Also, in 1773, the year he completed History of Ireland, Thomas Leland was appointed vicar of St. Ann’s in Dublin. Doubtless his ecclesiastical duties gave him little enough time for further writing.


JK: There’s plenty of action and intrigue in the story. In fact, I think it would make for a good movie. I guess Hollywood would have to add a couple of almighty battle scenes, though.


AP: Yes—I agree there is much in Longsword that would work well in a film. I’m not so sure, though, that battle scenes would have to be invented. There’s plenty of pretty hot skirmishing just after Salisbury and his few remaining colleagues alight on the Isle of Rhè, when they’re set upon by locals loyal to Count Savourè. Then there’s the scene involving the rescue of Les Roches’ daughter Jacqueline in the forest around Poictiers, when the traitor D’Aumont meets his desserts and Salisbury is snatched out of the clutches of the older Lord Chauvigny—an encounter not lacking in excitement, I suggest. Not to mention the shipwreck and the scene later on with the pirate ship!


JK: You mention in the introduction that the novel was adapted for the stage. Is it a faithful adaptation?


AP: Longsword was dramatised in 1765 by another Dubliner, a protégé of Thomas Leland, called Hall Hartson. As adaptations go, it’s faithful enough, but like any dramatisation worthy of the name it distils the narrative to its essence, omitting those parts which ill suit the stage. So, for example, the story is set entirely in and around Salisbury Castle, and the early part of the action on the Isle of Rhè and the French mainland is left out. Some characters’ names are changed, and some are excluded—the monk Reginhald among the latter, unfortunately. The darker elements of Leland’s Longsword don’t quite translate into the play, which would incline one to conclude that the archetypal Gothic Novel succeeds more effectively as narrative than drama. Narrative better facilitates creation of an atmosphere of the suspenseful and sinister and deepening the shades of malice. Interestingly, Hartson went to the very heart of the story in titling his play The Countess of Salisbury. A Tragedy. I think that this cue has been well taken up by the Swan River Press edition with its (literally!) gripping cover illustration.


JK: You say in the introduction that Longsword is, in essence, a Gothic novel. How do you see it fitting in with other Irish Gothic works of literature?


AP: Longsword is a Gothic novel in terms of its subject matter, its setting and time period, its style, construction and underlying theme. What it lacks of course is any element of supernatural as opposed to mortal malevolence—and that is a significant omission. But not a fatal one. As with Poe, Longsword can claim “much of Madness, and more of Sin,” and even if “Horror” is not quite “soul of the plot” it is down there with other unsettling elements. Which puts Thomas Leland into suitable company from the point of view of lovers of the macabre. In terms of other Irish Gothic works of literature, I regard Longsword as a kind of stalwart forerunner, a chastening indicator of the way.


JK: Do you think Leland should eventually rank alongside Maturin, Le Fanu and Stoker?


AP: The difficulty in making any exalted claim for a work of fiction and its author, when both are in need of something of a push, is that it is too easy for unkind scepticism to knock it down again. Certainly, I should like in time there to be perceived as existing a grand quartet of Irish writers of the Gothic, starting with Leland, and running through Maturin, Le Fanu and Stoker—even if Leland represents more a first toe in the water than diving to the ghastly deep with a great Gothic splash. The important thing is that Thomas Leland was there at the beginning: even Horace Walpole came afterwards.


I incline to look on Thomas Leland as a sort of sober elder brother of the more famous Irish writers of the Gothic, while like them buttressing by the evidence of example H. P. Lovecraft’s great credo: “who shall declare the dark theme a positive handicap?”


JK: Are there any other works of Irish Gothic literature you think deserve to be revived and recognised?


AP: Ah! Herein lies fruitful scope for debate. I’ll be brief(ish). The many and various forms of fêting piled on Bram Stoker in the centenary year of his death demonstrate that at last in the land of his birth, the author of Dracula’s time has come. (It’s been a long time coming—but that’s another story.) Concurrently, there appears to be some recognition that the names of Maturin and Le Fanu are worthy of merit, but so far not much more than that. Pertinently, both authors have important bicentenary events coming up in the next few years, which I hope will receive suitable recognition: for Le Fanu his birth (1814), for Maturin publication of Melmoth the Wanderer (1820).


Other notables on the Irish Gothic scene include Waterford-born Regina Maria Roche (1764-1845), sometimes regarded as Ann Radcliffe “lite”, whose two novels on the Gothic theme, The Children of the Abbey (1796: sentimental) and Clermont (1798: sinister), merit more than a look—H.P. Lovecraft’s “dreary plethora of trash” dismissal notwithstanding. Then there’s the prolific and versatile Lord Dunsany (1878-1957), who strode high in William Morris and Tolkien territory but was no stranger either to the dark theme when humour took him; an eminent prose stylist into the bargain. Some of his unpublished tales and chamber-like ghostly plays are still knocking about, I gather. And mention should also be made of Mervyn Wall (1908-1997), whose best known works are in the tradition of satirical fantasy (perhaps even harking back to Jonathan Swift), but whose more realistic novels set in contemporary Ireland depict a terrain and a culture of sometimes echt Gothic dreariness… (His last published short story “Cloonaturk” made it into Weird Tales.)


It would be vain to assert that Irish writers stand ever at the forefront of the Gothic in literature. But that they have been present at significant times and in critical capacities only a churl or a clown could doubt. Alas, the arts appreciation scene in Ireland too often partakes of the safe straddling style of the camp follower, content to clamber aboard the bandwagon rather than blaze trails. Undeniable Irish trails are there to be blazed through the shadow-bowered quicksets of the Gothic, not least the steps forged by the first out author in the genre—Thomas Leland, with his novel Longsword.
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In the Garden

from The Old Knowledge

Rosalie Parker





IT REALLY IS A lovely day. 

I’m not used to sitting in the garden, basking in the pleasant weather and enjoying the fruits of my labour. I spend most of my time here weeding and pruning, so I’m grateful for the opportunity to laze around for a change, watching the flower heads bob gently in the soft breeze, listening to the drowsy hum of the bees as they gorge on the comfrey blossoms.

You’ll have noticed that where we’re sitting, beneath the high wall, is concealed from view. None of the surrounding houses overlook us. We can lounge in perfect peace while we chat—and I’m in a chatty mood today. An afternoon of rest after all my work. Yester-day’s showers mean that even the vegetable plot doesn’t need watering.

It never ceases to amaze me how the garden, cold and as good as dead just a few months ago, has burgeoned into lush green life. And is it only two years since I hacked back the old lilac tree behind you there?—and look at it now! Tall enough to peep over the wall, its vigour restored by the judicious elimination of unproductive wood. 

You’re not a gardener, are you? So perhaps you don’t know that once a garden is established, much of good gardening is about removal rather than planting, honing what you have to produce a pleasing effect, sacrificing the particular for the good of the whole. Gardening is a creative pastime, but the result is always a work in progress; unlike a painting or a piece of music, a garden is never fixed in time.

I couldn’t see the attraction when I was a child. My mother would sometimes ask me to help weed our extensive vegetable beds, and it seemed a thankless task to me. I didn’t understand or appreciate the work that went into it, just the end result, which I viewed as entirely natural and given. Perhaps that’s how you see it now? As an adult I have learned to appreciate the satisfaction of managing nature, but as a child the garden was simply my world, the arena of my imagination, the setting for my elaborate games. 

In those games I would order existence to suit myself. One day I’d be head of an animal capture company, exploring the rainforest in search of wildlife to sell to zoos; the next, the tamer of a wild bronco stallion, galloping on my hobby horse round and round the corral until the animal became tired and more responsive to my commands. My favourite game involved my brother as my trusted chimpanzee servant as I ruled, queen-like, over a large household. I expect many children have played similar games in gardens over the centuries, rehearsing unrealistic expectations of their adult lives. The green shoots of our imagination are soon blighted by the late frosts of adolescence. 

Before we moved here I’d never owned a garden larger than a postage stamp, and at first I was daunted by it. I tinkered around the edges, snipping a twig here, pulling a weed there. But gradually I’ve become more confident, and now, I feel, I have ordered it how I want it, within the limits of the time available and the amount of money I’ve had to spend. I think you’ll agree that it pleases the eye—is well designed, both ornamental and practical. The oriental poppies are over now, and I have tidied them away, but they are one of my additions, along with the ferns and hostas in the shade of the southern wall. I removed the rowan tree that overshadowed the goldfish pond, and dug the vegetable beds over by the pear tree. The chairs we are sitting on I found in an architectural salvage yard. Despite the occasional attack of aphids and the despoliations of the wind that blows down this valley, I have charmed—and coerced—nature into doing my bidding. 

Stephan doesn’t spend much time working in the garden; he regards it as my domain, which suits me. As you know, he prefers to tinker around with car engines. Each to their own. In the summer he comes out here to eat his meals in the sun, and he feeds the goldfish every day. I think he appreciates the garden, although he’s been so busy recently he’s not spent much time at home. We have achieved a hard-won symbiosis, he and I, which is as satisfying to me as it is, I have always thought, to him. We rub along well together, which is more than you can say for most couples. You’re probably too young to understand.

I wouldn’t want you to think that I am totally obsessed by my garden. I do have other interests: reading, for one, and my voluntary work. But gardening is the way I unwind; it soothes away the cares of the day and keeps me fit. I’ve never been one for the gym—by the look of you, I expect you go regularly. When you get to my age you have to allow for a bit of running to seed—middle-aged spread—as you know, we don’t have any children to chase around after—although I must say that Stephan somehow manages to keep himself trim.

We did try to have children, but it wasn’t to be. I’m not one for test tubes and hormones and what have you. I think it’s best to accept the hand you’re dealt on that score. I thought about adoption or fostering, but Stephan wasn’t keen. He said, “I don’t want to look after someone else’s kids”, which is, I suppose, an entirely natural response. This would’ve been a good garden for children to play in, though, wouldn’t it? With all its nooks and crannies. There are plenty of places to hide and you could play cricket on the lawn.

I love columbines—don’t you? So willowy and delicate-looking. And so easy to grow; they sow themselves everywhere. In fact I spend quite a lot of time digging up the seedlings so that they don’t completely take over. For such a fragile looking plant it’s very invas-ive.

Some plants are like that; you have to take them in hand. Others—that delphinium over there for instance—need nurturing and protecting—from slugs and the wind—otherwise they’d never flower at all. And the lilies, so showy and fragrant, so worth the wait! I have even had some success with roses, although blackspot is a perennial problem. Each flower in the garden has its season—its time and its place—and the picture changes from week to week—day to day, even—so you never get bored. Well I don’t, anyway. I feel I am here to nurture each plant and encourage it to perform to the best of its ability.

The blackbird is singing again I hear—such a chirpy bird and so unafraid. Of course they’re a devil when it comes to fruit! I protect the current bushes and the strawberries with netting, but they always manage to get in somehow. I have come to accept a certain amount of depredation, but how far should you allow it to go before taking more stringent measures? And just how rigorous should those measures be? Most people would think nothing of spraying aphids with insecticide or poisoning slugs and snails, even trapping a mouse. Is it the size of the predator that determines our response? To my way of thinking you should not be squeamish when protecting your own.

The shotgun belongs to my uncle: I’ve borrowed it to shoot the rabbits that have been eating my vegetables. Not strictly legal, I know—I don’t have a firearms’ licence—but it’s the only way I can think of to get rid of them. My neighbours have become used to the occasional shot and they’re sympathetic because the rabbits are menacing their gardens too.

I’m always on the lookout for new ways to adorn the garden—I did well at the salvage yard, not only finding these chairs and the table, but also the wrought iron bench through the archway and the stone mermaid fountain in the fishpond. I thought as soon as I saw you that you would be an adornment to any setting, so slim and young and pretty—I could understand what Stephan sees in you—but you’re a bit of a disappointment close up. 

In fact you don’t look too good at all now—bloated and blue around the edges, and with the flies crawling into your eyes. 

Like the honey fungus in my soil, the blight in my crop, I have dug you out, and now I must burn you. The neighbours are used to my bonfires, and will think nothing of it. Stephan is coming home from his work trip this evening and unless I get on with it, you will still be sitting here, corrupting my garden. I thought that I had found the way to end the situation, but after our chat I can see that you’re going to be another work in progress. If I am not careful and clever about disposing of you, you could still spoil my design. I will have to maintain constant vigilance to keep everything in the garden rosy.











Rosalie Parker was born and grew up on a farm in Buckinghamshire, but has lived subsequently in Stockholm, Oxford, Dorset, Somerset, Sheffield and Sussex. She took degrees in English Literature and History, and Archaeology, working first as an archaeologist before returning to her first love of books. Rosalie is co-proprietor and editor of the independent publishing house, Tartarus Press, and lives in the Yorkshire Dales with her partner, the writer and publisher Ray Russell, their son and two cats.
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John Kenny: The stories in The Old Knowledge & Other Strange Tales are set in a contemporary timeframe. Did you find it in any way challenging marrying the traditions of the supernatural tale with the modern world?


Rosalie Parker: No, not really, as it seems to me that the strangeness and mysteries of contemporary life are just as relevant as those of the past. The strangeness and mysteries may be different now, although I feel that some, like the beauty, wonder and savagery of human love, for instance, remain the same.


JK: The beauty, wonder and savagery of human love is very much at the centre of “In the Garden”, one of my favourites in the collection. The tantalising quality of the story hinges, I think, on the subtle gardening references. Was this what you had in mind when you were writing the story?


RP: When I started “In the Garden”, I set myself the challenge of writing a horror story about gardening. Gardening is something I do—I come from a long line of farmers and market-gardeners. As a child I hated gardening and couldn't see why anyone would want to spend large swathes of their time hacking at vegetation. But it sort of grew on me, and I found I had a certain skill at it. I was interested in the fact that to create beauty in a garden you have to destroy as well as nurture, and I think that in the narrator of “In the Garden” the balance between those two actions has shifted disastrously towards the former.


JK: Both “The Old Knowledge” and “Chanctonbury Ring” draw on your experience as an archaeologist. Both vividly convey the difficulties in building an understanding of people and communities in the distant past. Is this what drew you to the profession in the first place?


RP: Yes. I have always been fascinated by the past, distant or otherwise. I grew up in an old, rambling farmhouse in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by odd bits of farm machinery and ancient, tumbledown buildings. As someone, I can't remember who, said, ‘everything is older than you think’. I was very lucky to have had some great jobs whilst working as an archaeologist, and obviously it forms quite a large part of my experience of the world, so I suppose it was inevitable that archaeology formed the background to a couple of the stories.


JK: There’s also a sense of ancient wisdom at the heart of “The Cook’s Story”; a very earthy, female, ancient knowledge that is communicated between the female characters and understood at a cellular level. 


RP: I wrote “The Cook’s Story” after we had spent a fairly disastrous couple of days in the Peak District National Park near Sheffield (our car broke down terminally). I used to live and work there too, and I had the notion of setting the story in a large Elizabethan house, but no idea what it was going to be about. The characters and the story just sort of emerged fully formed, and I suppose the female characters are a kind of counterpoint to the more traditional male horror figure in the tale, who perhaps doesn't end up being as central and powerful as one might at first think. I seem also to have been exploring the female nurturing role in all the cooking and serving and wifely duties, etc. And the reproductive role. There are echoes of the Victorian tales of the Brontes and Elizabeth Gaskell. I’m more than happy to call myself a feminist. I was a student in the 1980s after all!


JK: There’s a kind of reversal of that situation in “The Rain”, where a female character becomes unwittingly drawn into the web of an isolated community. While the story is radically different to it, I found myself thinking of The Wicker Man. Was that an influence?


RP: I hadn’t really thought of The Wicker Man. More League of Gentleman perhaps! I wrote “The Rain” some years ago, not long after we moved to a small Yorkshire village (ahem). I was trying to explore those moments when you are completely misunderstood by someone of a totally different outlook to yourself. Or when you can no longer rely on your own prejudices and beliefs to help you understand a situation. It’s meant to be really unclear as the story progresses as to whether we can trust Geraldine’s perceptions, and in the end, perhaps the villagers really are just trying to help a very confused woman.


JK: By contrast, Sadie, in “The Picture” has very clear goals as a dealer in antiques and paintings. And yet her certainty is very much derailed by her acquisition of a painting of potentially sinister provenance.


RP: Yes, poor Sadie, I give her a bit of a hard time. The sinister picture (actually a drawing) is based on a real one that I own, reputedly by Charles Gleyre. It is an amazingly emotional and Byronic portrait, and most visitors to our house can't work out if the subject is a man or a woman. I wanted to find a way of using the picture to cause mayhem in Sadie’s life. The moral angle about buying and selling antiques is important, but secondary to the effect of events on Sadie’s relationship.


JK: You mentioned earlier your work as an archaeologist. Is this something you’ve ever thought you might like to get back into or has the lure of writing and publishing taken over?


RP: I don’t think I’d be able to go back to working in archaeology without some serious retraining. Things move on. Publishing and writing is a fine way of spending my time. I did my first degree in English Literature (before I became interested in archaeology), so in some ways I’ve come home.


JK: When did you first get involved with running Tartarus Press with Ray?


RP: Ray had begun publishing as Tartarus Press in a small way when I first met him in Sheffield in the late 1980s. I helped out from time to time with publishing projects while I was working as an archaeologist, and then, after our son Tim was born in 1995, Ray began building up Tartarus on a full-time basis. By 1998, there was too much for him to do on his own, so we decided that we could set up as a partnership and work together. Surprisingly enough, we’re still partners, in both senses of the word, and Tartarus is still in business!


JK: What balance have you struck between writing and publishing, what’s your daily routine, and how does it differ from that of Ray?


RP: I've struck a very poor balance between writing and publishing, with publishing winning hands down. I find it quite hard to get down to writing if I have lots of other things to do; I have to clear the decks first, and that is rarely possible. My daily routine varies greatly, but Ray and I share some work, e.g. the dispatch of books, etc. Our main division of labour is that I work largely on the editorial side—reading submissions, commissioning work, liaising with authors, researching new books we’re thinking of publishing and selecting the stories to go in them, copy-editing, first proof-reading, blurb writing, etc. Ray does much of the publicity and general day-to-day running of the business, and he is responsible for book design, including commissioning and/or producing some of the artwork himself. But we both have plenty of input into all areas of the work.


JK: Any plans for another collection soon or a novel?


RP: Having got The Old Knowledge out of my system, I had a bit of a break from writing. I’ve been waiting for inspiration to re-strike, and I have agreed to write a story for an anthology which will be coming out later this year, or maybe early next year. I’m hoping there will be a follow-up collection of stories at some point, although it may be a little while yet. I’m a bit slow at writing fiction. A novel?… there’s a thought… 
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A Note to the Reader

from Old Albert

Brian J. Showers





I HAVE IN MY possession an Alauda arvensis—a skylark. It’s perched on a twig, mounted on a foliage-covered base and encased in a small glass display box. And it looks just as old as it is. Although the bird is still naturalistically posed, the lustre in its brown wings has faded and specks of whitish dust have settled on the blades of grass and dried moss. Its beak is open too, as if in song, but to this day the tiny passerine remains mute—at least I’ve never heard it sing. 

Affixed to the underside of the glass case is a small tag which reads “E.G. 1843, Larkhill, Rathmines”. I’m not an expert in taxidermy, but I’ve seen enough specimens in some of the more ancient houses of rural Michigan to know that this particular piece is skilfully made, really a fine piece of craftsmanship. And now that I am familiar with the identity of its celebrated creator, this does not surprise me.

The skylark arrived one afternoon, nearly three years ago, here at my home in Dowagiac. As soon as the postman deposited the parcel in my hands, I knew exactly who had sent the item. Like many other letters and parcels I’ve received over the years, it was stamped with “Ráth Maonais, Baile Átha Cliath, Éire”—Rathmines, Dublin, Ireland.

Some of you may have read a book called The Bleeding Horse and Other Ghost Stories by my friend and colleague Brian J. Showers. Its stories are set in and around the Dublin neighbourhood of Rathmines, Brian’s adopted home for the past decade. I edited and introduced that volume, acted as a liaison with the publisher in Ireland, and saw the book into print. The skylark arrived while I was in the final stages of putting together The Bleeding Horse; I thought it might have been a “thank you”, albeit a very strange one, from the author. But I was by this time used to a little strangeness. After all, Brian, with semi-frequency and with little warning or explanation, sends me odd things in the post: everything from the narratives published in the aforementioned volume and a photocopy of Le Fanu’s rare memoir Vast Machineries of Life, to items like old photographs (mainly of Rathmines), and copies of unusual and rare books (like Dodd’s Holy Curate, Moore’s School Rhymes of Great Britain and Ireland, and William Wilde’s curious 1868 monograph, Some Notes on the Galtee Worm). He even once sent me a small bottle that contained three antique keys, though how the keys got through the narrow opening of the bottle I cannot say; and another time I received a padded envelope containing a well-worn token of the farrier’s art: a single iron horseshoe. And so I could only assume that this elegantly mounted skylark was another such souvenir.

While I was writing my “Note to the Reader” for The Bleeding Horse, just days before the deadline, another Rathmines narrative arrived in the post. It bore the title “Old Albert”. Paper-clipped to the manuscript was a short, handwritten note from Brian that read: 


What do you see in these episodes? I am still not sure this makes any sense. And yet I am not entirely convinced they are disjointed either. My friend in Mountjoy believes stranger things still. I hope you are well. Brian. 


As I studied the manuscript, I began to realise that some—though possibly not all—of the disparate items Brian had sent me did in fact have a context: not only the mounted skylark, the copy of School Rhymes of Great Britain and Ireland, and the photographs of Rathmines, but also a late nineteenth century tinted postcards depicting the village of Howth, and three yellowed and brittle newspaper clippings: one from the New York Daily Times with the headline “The ‘Ireland’s Eye’ Murder”, another from The Freeman’s Journal with the headline “Walker Trial Continues”, and the third an obituary for Ellis Grimwood. I have re-read the manuscript and examined these artefacts many times since, and each time I cautiously fit together pieces of what seem to be a grim historical puzzle. Not a puzzle in the traditional sense, because a puzzle implies there is a solution. Even if we did have all the pieces, I am unsure of what image their correct assembly might create. But there is certainly more here to ponder than was available to William Roughead when he penned “The Secret of Ireland’s Eye” in 1923: darker, troubling things with implications the arch-rationalist may not have wished to consider.

It was too late to include “Old Albert” in The Bleeding Horse, but the story—and again, I do not know how much of the narrative is “story”—does seem to fit in sequence with the others, if not thematically, then certainly geographically. The whole story, which is an exploration of the Larkhill property in Rathmines, really serves as an epilogue to its own history. I believe “Old Albert” is the right and true epilogue to The Bleeding Horse, and so I have added this notion to the title of the current book. 

I’ve often thought about visiting Rathmines, though can never quite bring myself to do so. The distance between Dowagiac and Rathmines seems, at times, like an interminable gulf. I am vaguely worried that, against all irrefutable evidence, Rathmines might not actually exist. But of one thing I am absolutely sure: Rathmines is a real place. So let us start “Old Albert—An Epilogue” with the preamble to The Bleeding Horse, and return to that dark Dublin neighbourhood:


Most people do not realise as they go south along South Great George’s Street from Dublin’s city centre that they are walking a very old path. It is one of the four roads to Dublin, a highway of pre-Norman origin that still feeds the city like a great tributary. This particular road connects Dublin with the not far-distant neighbourhood of Rathmines. At one time Rathmines was a desolate morass of scrub and gorse, of swampy ground and wandering, unbounded rivulets. But from this unwelcoming terrain sprouted first a rural village, then, from tillage land, a booming township, and now a fully urbanised neighbourhood of the ever-expanding city…. There should be little wonder that the neighbourhood which we today call Rathmines is like a vast house, forever haunted by its former residents. Those among you with sensitive temperaments will understand what I mean. We notice the details that most do not. We see the stories that others are unable or unwilling to read…The buildings that line the street are themselves entities, unique in their moods and vitalities. Many contain certain rooms that are by nature unwelcoming, and we would do well not to enter them.



Jim Rockhill

Dowagiac, Michigan

April 2011












Brian J. Showers is originally from Madison, Wisconsin. He has written short stories, articles and reviews for magazines such as Rue Morgue, Ghosts & Scholars, Le Fanu Studies and Supernatural Tales. His short story collection, The Bleeding Horse (Mercier Press), won the Children of the Night Award in 2008. He is also the author of Literary Walking Tours of Gothic Dublin (Nonsuch 2006), and the co-editor of Reflections in a Glass Darkly: Essays on J. Sheridan Le Fanu (Hippocampus Press 2011). He currently lives in Dublin, Ireland.


To buy Old Albert—An Epilogue, visit swanriverpress.ie








An Interview with Brian J. Showers


Conducted by John Kenny, © July 2012





John Kenny: In reading your collection of linked stories, Old Albert, it's evident you did an awful lot of research. Did much of this overlap with the research done for your previous books, The Bleeding Horse and Literary Walking Tours of Gothic Dublin?

Brian J. Showers: It’s interesting that you’ve read the book as a collection of stories. You’re definitely not the first to read it that way. I originally wrote the piece as a novella (or at least as a short story that got way out of hand), and it was really only at the last minute that I divided the piece into chapters. I wonder if how a reader approaches the book—whether as a collection of short stories or as a novella—affects the reading experience. I’m happy enough for people to read it as a collection though.

Most of the Irish and Dublin-based research I’ve done since I moved here has mulched in my brain. So it’s all in there ready to yield. Gothic Dublin was about the larger cityscape, whereas The Bleeding Horse was about Rathmines, a former township and now neighbourhood in south Dublin. Old Albert is even more specific: it’s about the history of a plot of land in Rathmines, so the research naturally became more focused. But, yeah, I found myself building on earlier research. And of course histories are all interlinked anyway—sometimes in odd and curious ways!—so seemingly unrelated facts can often provide useful leads in the development of the story.

I suppose ultimately I see Old Albert collected with the Bleeding Horse stories, which are all set in Rathmines, Dublin—it’s formally part of that collection, and fits in right after “Father Corrigan’s Diary”.

JK: Well, I read them very much as linked stories forming an arc. What intrigues me most about them is the difficulty in separating fact from fiction; the join is seamless. Do you think there's an exercise for the reader in doing a little digging of their own into the history of Rathmines and Larkhill in particular? Is it something you would hope to inspire in readers?

BJS: I don’t necessarily want to a reader to figure out where the division is between fact and fiction in this story—that might reduce the story to the mechanics of composition. I mean, sure, if a reader has a historical interest in Rathmines already, or develops one after reading Old Albert (or The Bleeding Horse for that matter), by all means, do some historical research. But as far as the story goes, I’d like to think that readers will engage with the mystery the story poses—arranging and rearranging the puzzles pieces—instead of trying to figure out how the trick was done.

I’ve been thinking a lot lately about what attracts me to horror. Supernatural and strange fiction in particular. I think the genre works best when mystery, in its various guises, is preserved at the story’s end. In horror this means basically not shedding too much light on the monster. I think Stephen King used the “closet door” metaphor in Danse Macabre—you don’t want to open the door too much, otherwise you'll know the whole of what’s in there. And that means no more shadows. When it comes to supernatural fiction, I believe M.R. James more or less gets it right: “We do not want to see the bones of [an author’s] theory about the supernatural.” In other words, if you explain the whys and wherefores of the weird, you seriously risk dispelling the supernatural elements with rationalism—and the ghost will vanish too. I think, deep down inside, a reader doesn’t want to know how the trick is done. Not having that tidy resolution is what makes a supernatural story work.

So I really tried to keep all that in mind with Old Albert. The story is essentially various interconnected incidents in the history of Larkhill House in Rathmines, and the question I hope to inspire, if I’ve done my job, is “What the hell’s going on here?” My goal was to provide the reader with a mystery—a bunch of puzzle pieces. But being a supernatural story, those puzzle pieces don’t necessarily reveal a clear picture in the end. Hell, the pieces might not even be from the same puzzle! That’s the fun bit though, because hopefully the reader will feel actively engaged.

JK: Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw is the perfect embodiment of his suggestion that readers shouldn’t be able to see the author’s theory of the supernatural. As an exercise in sustained and mounting tension, it’s hard to beat. Would you regard this as a model for writers of the supernatural?

BJS: Funny you should choose that as an example—I’ve always had a love/hate relationship with James’s book. I’ve only read it one and a half times, and mean to give it another go— eventually. I won’t deny that it’s a great story—I particularly love the open-ended framing device, which James suspiciously doesn’t return to at the end of the story—but there’s something about James’s prose that I just don’t get on with. I suspect this is entirely my fault because I know it’s a great story. My chosen way to engage with The Turn of the Screw is through Jack Clayton’s brilliant film The Innocents. But yeah, James’s ambiguity is a good and even classic example of not spelling out what’s really going on. Another way is to present the reader with a bunch of tenuously linked mysteries. A good example of this is William Hope Hodgson’s The House on the Borderland, one of my all time favourite novels. That book’s got so many bizarre elements piled one on top of the other that it’s hard to say what it all means. When you get to the last page, you just know it means something. But what?

JK: A good example of that is the “Thin and Brittle Bones” segment of Old Albert, where the evidence of the grisly murders doesn’t quite stack up against the police’s official declaration of what happened. This gives rise to speculation on the reader’s part as to alternative scenarios. 

BJS: Yeah, I really love that too. It’s that sense of ambiguity that I think is what makes for the best strange tales. Haziness, uncertainty, doubt. I tried to evoke these feelings as best I could in that chapter—and of course throughout Old Albert. I’m glad to hear it worked for you. M.R. James called it a “loophole”—I think when he was referring to Le Fanu’s stories. Basically, you give enough information to almost add up to a rational explanation. Lucy M. Boston had a great phrase in her volume of recollections Memory in a House that comes to mind: “small cracks in our outer shell of reason let in very cold air.”

JK: "This Terrible, This Unnatural Crime", essentially a digression from the main arc of the story, is, though, a quirky demonstration of your idea that histories are all interlinked, sometimes in odd and curious ways.

BJS: It was a fortuitous and unexpected chapter. The “Ireland’s Eye Murder” is a case that crops up in pretty much every book on Irish crime. Very briefly: husband and wife, William and Sarah Kirwan, were picnicking one September in 1852 on Ireland’s Eye—an island in Howth harbour inhabited only by colonies of cormorants and guillemots. Apparently, William went off to sketch, and while he was away his wife drowned—at least that’s what the coroner originally concluded. It emerged later that William had been living a double life and had several children with a woman in another part of the city. Of course people started asking questions. Well, Sarah’s body was exhumed, re-examined, and this time traces of “violent acts” were found: scratches, contusions, etc. I can’t imagine how these were overlooked the first time around, but in any case William was eventually arrested and tried for the murder of his wife. A fascinating trial ensued and it both captivated and polarised Dubliners. Some shouted for William Kirwan to be hanged, others wrote pamphlets in his defence. Near as I can tell, the facts didn’t add up to any single explanation. In court William was defended by Isaac Butt, who went on to become a celebrated politician. He was also a close friend of Le Fanu, and of course Le Fanu features earlier in the book… 

Anyway, Dublin was a small place in the nineteenth century, a complex and tightly knit society, so I think it was in the nature of that society to have so many interlinkings. At times I didn’t even have to do much inventing: themes that I was exploring anyway just seemed to be there, waiting to connect with my invented story. Both The Bleeding Horse and Old Albert are about these links. And not just how history interlinks with itself, but also how it attaches itself inextricably to place, and also how it reaches forward to link with the present.

JK: Supernatural tales and the macabre seem to have greater ties to literary tradition than more mainstream horror fiction. Is this just because it’s an older form of the horror genre? Are literary sensibilities still an integral part of the supernatural tale today? Would you even put mainstream horror and supernatural fiction under the same umbrella?

BJS: All horror—simply by virtue of being an established genre—has ties to literary fiction. By “literary” I probably mean authors that are today considered to be any combination of popular (e.g. Lovecraft), revered (Aickman), or classic (M.R. James)—all ways in which an author’s work can be termed influential. Something like that anyway! And it always seems to be a preoccupation of genres: to define and redefine themselves against what has come before or what is currently popular. Not to mention that aligning oneself with a tradition ostensibly lends legitimacy. It’s nothing new, though. Even Le Fanu did it. His novels were branded “sensationalist” by contemporary critics, which was one of the most dismissive accusations one could level against a novel in the 1860s. So he wrote a preface to Uncle Silas in which he aligns himself with the literary tradition of Sir Walter Scott’s more respectable “grand romances”. It doesn’t really change the novel one bit though, does it? It’d be a little like Stephen King writing a preface to ’Salem’s Lot explaining why the novel should be shelved with Literary Fiction as opposed to Horror at your local Waterstones. Perhaps a pointless exercise, but fair enough, I suppose—there is some pretty deplorable stuff in the Horror section at Waterstones.

I know what you mean though, and I do agree. But I think it’s more about good and bad writing. There are plenty of writers out there who claim kinship with the literary, myself included, but some seem to miss the point entirely. Just because you name check an eldritch tome, commandeer a monster that’s a squishy mass of tentacles, and have a narrator that ends up stark raving mad at the end doesn’t necessarily make your story Lovecraftian. It might be on the surface, but if it’s out of tune with Lovecraft’s philosophy of the cosmic—which is really what the tentacles are all about—then it’s simply a misunderstanding of what makes Lovecraft’s stories work. Likewise, an oblique and impenetrable ending doesn’t necessarily make your writing Aickmanesque. There’s more to it than that.

I’m probably starting to ramble, but yeah, I’d put supernatural horror and “mainstream” horror (which I define as less subtle in both means and ends) under the same umbrella. Both can claim common kinship with Dracula, which was as bloody as some mainstream horror— speaking of precedent for gore, there’s always Lewis’s The Monk. It just seems that overt and hard horror are more popular than supernatural horror at the moment, so there’s naturally more bad writing of that ilk. But there are plenty of bad ghost stories out there too.

Personally speaking, I connect more to supernatural horror than I do to the more overt sorts of horror. Which is, I suspect, why I don’t particularly enjoy the serial killer subgenre. But that’s just my own preference.

JK: Which authors have influenced or inspired you as a writer?

BJS: John Bellairs’s The House with the Clock in its Walls is an early childhood favourite that I re-read on occasion with as much joy as the first time around. Although I’ve always loved monsters, robots, ghosts, and dinosaurs, Bellairs's novel may be the book that hooked me on horror. The protagonist is a young boy who has lost his parents in a car accident, so he’s shipped off to Michigan to live in an old rambling mansion with his eccentric uncle, who turns out to be a magician. I think the book captures that sense of the nervousness of moving to a new place, and also that feeling of wonder and discovery once you get there. Also there’s Alvin Schwartz’s Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark, which has fantastically disturbing illustrations by Stephen Gammell, all wispy and tendrilly, and at times downright surreal. The House with the Clock in its Walls has illustrations by Edward Gorey; the images from both these books stick with me as much as the stories do. 

JK: And what or who inspired you when it came to the writing of Old Albert?

BJS: Old Albert takes some inspiration from Le Fanu, who of course makes a small cameo in the story. And, conceited as this may sound, it takes some sort of cue from The Bleeding Horse, which is to say Old Albert is a progression of the ideas and narrative styles I was exploring in that collection. When I was working on Old Albert, I was very much aware of what I’d done already, and all the narrative rules and restrictions I confined myself to. I don’t think it would have been written the same way had The Bleeding Horse not preceded it.

But I’d say the rest comes from historical and cultural sources, like Deirdre Kelly’s wonderful book Four Roads to Dublin, which is kind of a street by street history of Rathmines, Ranelagh and a few other adjacent neighbourhoods. It’s essential reading for anyone living in this area because it adds so much texture to this singular part of Dublin. I also love the old Irish guidebooks, like A History of the County of Dublin (1902-1920) by Francis Elrington Ball and The Neighbourhood of Dublin: Its Topography, Antiquities and Historical Associations (1912) by Weston St. John Joyce. These guys have such great names too, don’t they?

JK: Were you aware of any of these books and/or writers before you came to live in Dublin? And what drew you to live in Dublin in the first place?

BJS: Ireland never held any particular sway over my life. It was never a point of innate fascination like it seems to be for so many. And I don’t even have so much as a drop of Irish blood in my veins (though I do now hold an Irish passport). My grasp of Irish history was, and still is to some extent, rudimentary. I’d read Stoker, Le Fanu, Lord Dunsany, Wilde—but for some reason they were never unified in my mind as authors sharing a common heritage. They were all simply writers of great stories.

I’d visited Dublin in July 1999 and liked it well enough that I thought I’d give it a go. It’s a nicely sized city, though to this day I can’t say for certain what attracted me to it. I moved here in September of 2000, so just over a year after my first visit. I had to finish up my undergrad, and then it took me a few months to save up money for the move. I originally settled in Rathmines and, aside from a year long stint in Stockholm, have remained here ever since. Despite my occasional gripes about the oddities of life, I do like it here.
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Extract from The Dark Return of Time

R.B. Russell



I.

 



THERE WAS A SUBTLE change in the light. I looked up from my newspaper, aware that someone was standing in front of our small shop window. Over the top of my spectacles I could see that a man of late middle age, well–groomed and smartly dressed, was peering in at the display of Penguin modern classics. I decided that he was out of place, but I could not immediately identify why. I guessed that he was English; there was something about the way that he frowned and rubbed his chin. He presumably believed himself to be unobserved. He was interested in the books, but he also appeared to be disapproving. 


And then he was gone, leaving me feeling slightly irritated. I put down the newspaper and walked over to the door. Through the glass I could see that he was on the pavement opposite, contemplating our sign that declared “Bennett’s British Bookshop”. He was leaning on a cane, which had to be an affectation, and my annoyance with him increased as he checked a pocket–watch on a fob chain. I was pleased to see him walk away, idly, down the rue Berthe.

It was a quarter to six. My father’s shop was empty and likely to remain that way. I loved it at such moments; it seemed to exist outside of time and space. The silence was an almost physical presence among the shelves, sifting down onto the books with the dust through the soft, late afternoon light. The clock above the counter may have been ticking to itself, but it signified nothing. I treasured those fragile moments, because they could be disturbed upon an instant by the appearance of a customer.

I turned the sign on the door to fermé, and in the small office behind the counter I switched off the lights. My father would not be returning from his book–buying trip until late, so there was no chance of a reprimand for closing early.

Out on the constricted pavement, between the buildings and the parked cars, everything seemed somehow under pressure, waiting, expectant. A grey layer of cloud was pressed down tight like a lid on the city, reducing my awareness of it to just those few thoroughfares I needed to negotiate to return to my apartment. As usual I had an excuse to visit the Epicerie on the rue de Trois Frères, buying milk and peaches. The dark interior of the shop always smelled strongly of fruit, of earth, and indefinable spices. In some ways it reminded me of shops I had known as a child, but the French labels and packaging had an allure and an exoticism, even when they were for the most mundane of everyday provisions.

My thoughts turned to what I would be making myself for dinner that evening, and I wondered whether I would be able to resist eating one of the peaches before I reached home. Back outside it was too bright, and the passing traffic sounded loud and harsh. Across the road, however, was another haven from the noise of the city; the narrow series of stone steps down into the Passage des Abbesses.

As I descended, I was intrigued by the sight of a woman at the foot of the fourth and final flight. She was looking around uncertainly, as though lost. Her long black coat concealed her figure, and she looked away as I reached the bottom of the steps. All that I received was a glimpse of her face, and a hint of her perfume. She reminded me of Corrina.

I was a few paces into the square formed by the dog–leg in the Passage, where it opens out and is accessible to traffic from the other direction. My thoughts were of Corrina, but I still noticed the man who had so recently been standing outside my father’s bookshop. He was now lounging in a doorway, looking again at his ridiculous watch.

Once again I was annoyed by the man, but at that moment, in the far corner of the courtyard, a door burst open. It crashed against a parked car and bounced back towards a large man in a balaclava who was coming out. He caught the door as it rebounded, looked around quickly, and pulled from behind him a naked, white, skinny man. His wrists were bound together with thick grey tape and he reeled from the other’s grasp. Unable to save himself, he fell to the ground.

I was transfixed. A large white van was parked with its engine running, its rear doors open. The man in the balaclava lifted the naked man off the ground and flung him inside as though he was no weight at all.

Immediately afterwards another thug, similarly dressed, came out. This one was dragging a naked, gagged and bound woman. He swung her around by her pink–dyed hair and pushed her backwards into the van, jumped in, and dragged her inside. The doors closed, and immediately the engine was loud in the narrow confines of the Passage; the van drove off towards the rue des Abbesses.

“What the hell!” I shouted, suddenly able to move. I turned to my neighbour in the doorway, but he was already walking back towards the Passage steps. “We must call the police!” I insisted.

As he ignored me I assumed he must be French after all. “Nous appeler la police!” I called. He continued to take no notice; he was climbing the steps, apparently unconcerned.

“Appelez la police!” I called out again, rushing after him, hoping that he might have a mobile phone. He still refused to turn around, and even the woman who had reminded me of Corrina was running away, now taking the top flight two steps together. At that time of the evening there were normally dozens of people walking up and down the Passage. Now, however, it was deserted. I looked around at the high buildings that enclosed the space, at the myriad blind windows. The whole of Paris seemed not to have just been unaware of what had happened, but had turned its back on it.

To my relief, a door opened just a few feet away and an old woman in a faded floral housecoat emerged uncertainly. When I strode towards her she drew back inside, confused and perhaps worried. However, she stopped short of closing the door on me when she realised I wanted her to call the police.

I couldn’t think of the French for “kidnap” so I said, “les hommes ont pris deux personnes!”

Her expression changed to one of concern. She suggested that I follow her inside and make the call myself. The telephone was in the corner of a dark, cluttered and dusty living room, and she watched me closely as I dialled. She then listened, with increasing disbelief, as I tried, in my halting French, to tell the operator what had happened. When I was able to put the phone down the old woman asked me to explain again what I’d seen. It was slightly easier the second time because the words had been rehearsed, and her incredulity turned to horror as she understood me.

Back out in the square people were walking through the Passage once more, quite oblivious to what had happened. The old woman made me show her the door through which the couple had been dragged. It gaped open obscenely, and in the darkness beyond all we could see were some uncarpeted stairs.

“Je ne connais pas les couples qui vivent là,” she was saying. “Mais, ils ont toujours semblé si gentil et tranquille.”

I wasn’t sure that I’d grasped the tenses she had used; what she said sounded as though she blamed the couple for what had happened. She continued talking, but I gave up trying to follow her words.

The police seemed to be taking an inordinate amount of time to arrive, and the old woman accosted a neighbour who looked suspiciously out from a doorway opposite. As I listened to her describing what had happened, I began to tremble. Soon I could do nothing to stop the shaking. I knew that it had to be shock and I pressed my back against a wall, hoping to use the great mass of the building to calm myself. I felt a fool; unsure whether I’d be able to speak again without my fear being obvious.

Another neighbour came out, and then another, and they stared at me and pointed accusingly. It was comforting to finally hear the siren of an approaching police car, although I felt an unaccountable desire to flee the scene. When the police car came in through the archway from the rue des Abbesses the siren increased in volume as it echoed off the high walls, and it still rang in my ears when it was cut.

The woman took charge of the situation, telling the first policeman that I was a tourist, which I resented. However, my annoyance enabled me to explain that I lived in Paris. Now that it was time to give a third description of the events my words were more assured and I was able to appear relatively composed.

However, the policeman was unimpressed. When I said that I didn’t know the registration number of the van he frowned and said, “Pourquoi n’avez–vous pas noté?” The policeman, the woman and her neighbours all shook their heads when I admitted to not even noticing what make of vehicle it was.

When I said “Il était blanc,” they all looked at each other and raised their eyebrows.

The exasperated policeman asked if it had any “distinction des caractéristiques”. When I could only shrug he asked, “Quelle direction il a disparu quand elle est partie du passage; gauche ou droit?”

Again all I could do was apologise and further knowing glances were exchanged between the policeman and the locals.

“Pouvez vous décrire les assaillants?” the policeman tried. I felt even more of an idiot, unable to think of a French word for balaclava.

“Y avait–il un troisième homme?” I was asked. “Un conducteur?”

“A conductor?” I thought, and realised that he was asking about the driver. I couldn’t have described him even if I was sure there had been a third man.

“Étaient ils ont armé?” he asked seriously, and mimicked a man firing a gun.

I shook my head, but I wasn’t sure. I closed my eyes and tried to picture them, each assailant using one hand to pull the people out of the building. The first had dragged the man out by the arm, the second the woman by the hair. I told the policeman that I thought they might have been carrying guns.

During the fruitless cross–examination, his partner had entered the building and returned to report that there had been a “combat”, a fight in the apartment.

I noticed blood on the ground where the kidnapped man had fallen.

“L’homme nude,” I said, knowing that the word wasn’t quite right. “L’homme de l’intérieur, il est tombé à la terre, là,” I pointed. “Blood.” Already it had dried and was not so obvious on the stone setts. I repeated “Sang”, not sure if he understood. I was flustered; all the words sounded absurd in my mouth; French and English.

The first policeman dismissed the onlookers who merely retreated a few paces. The other patiently asked: “Did anyone else see what happened?”

I was irritated that I had struggled to speak in French to his colleague when this man obviously understood me.

“Yes, there was a man in the doorway over there,” I said. “He would’ve seen everything.”

“And where is he now?”

“He went back up the steps towards the Trois Frères.”

“Can you describe him?”

“Late middle–age, grey hair, smart suit with a waistcoat. He was carrying a cane . . . ”

The policeman was incredulous: “You can describe the witness, but not the criminals?”

“Yes,” I agreed, ashamed.

“Was there anyone else?”

“A woman, coming down the steps, but she turned and hurried away.” An image of Corrina came into my mind, but I fought to dismiss it. “She had long dark hair and was wearing a black coat . . . but she probably wouldn’t have seen anything from up there, at that angle.”

I gave my name and address, and all the time further cars arrived and more policemen appeared, demanding and receiving explanations. I was able to follow this quite well, and understood the insulting description of me as a foreigner. I was told to sit in the back of one of the cars.

The attitudes of the various policemen annoyed me and I decided that I would wait beside the car rather than get in it. An officer was putting up tape between the two No Parking signs on either side of the entrance to the Passage, causing people to stop in the rue des Abbesses and look in at what might be happening.

Time passed slowly. I was nervous; the idea of more questions filled me with dread and I was beginning to wish that I’d ignored what I’d seen, just as the man with the cane and fob–watch had done. I had always felt that Paris was a friendly city, but now it seemed quite hostile. Although I had thought that I was a part of it, I was being reminded that I was a foreigner.

“Your name is Flavian Bennett?” the plain–clothes policeman asked, in very good English, once I had been called over.

“Yes. I have an apartment on the rue André Antoiné.”

“And you are English? What sort of name is Flavian?”

“It’s Roman. They were Emperors. My father . . . ”

“So, you saw everything, but can’t describe the kidnappers or their vehicle?”

“No.”

“You were just passing?”

“I work on rue Berthe. I was on my way home.”

“Can you describe the people they took away?”

“They were both young; in their twenties or thirties. He had long dark hair and was unshaven, very skinny. She was short, perhaps a little fat, with dyed pink hair.”

“They were naked?”

“Yes. They looked like they’d been beaten.”

“Did they have any facial piercings?”

“I don’t know. I was over there,” I pointed. “It all happened very quickly.”

“Show me.”

I took him to where I had been standing and explained, “I could see the door and the back of the van. I had a clear view, but it was distant.”

The policeman produced a photograph and I put on my spectacles.

“You weren’t wearing those before?” he asked. “That’s why you didn’t see anything?”

I didn’t answer; the glasses were only for reading, but I was happy to have an excuse. Instead of answering I stared at the photograph, which showed a young couple sitting together on the grass. They were in some sort of park or garden and were grinning at the camera.

“I’m sure that’s them,” I confirmed, putting my glasses away.

The man glanced around and up at all the windows in the high walls. By now there were plenty of people staring out at what was happening below.

“And the other witness was standing in this doorway here?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You say he was old. Grey hair, well dressed, with a cane?”

“Not so old; late middle–aged. He hurried away back up there . . . ”

The policeman nodded.

“Thank you, Mr. Bennett. You can go now. We have your address and may wish to talk to you again. But it seems unlikely . . . ”

“You don’t want me to make a statement?”

“Why would we? We know the couple that live there have been taken by men you can’t describe. They were driven away in a white van of unknown make and registration. You aren’t able to tell us anything we weren’t already aware of. But if you happen to remember anything useful . . . ”

“Well, you’ve got my address. If you want to contact me during the day I work in my father’s bookshop, Bennett’s, on rue Berthe.”

“You can go the long way home, back up the steps. This is now a crime scene.”

And then he added, with heavy sarcasm: “Thank you for your help.”
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Brian J. Showers: The events in The Dark Return of Time are primarily centred on a British second–hand bookshop in Paris. Over the course of the story details of the shop are sketched with a loving familiarity. To what extent is your new novella based on your own experiences with the second–hand book trade?


R.B. Russell: The second–hand bookshop in The Dark Return of Time is a rather idealised version of all the bookshops I’ve known and loved over the years; it is the shop I would have run if I had ever entered the trade. I did a little book dealing in the early days of the internet, but I am at heart a collector, and collectors should never be dealers (they don’t like parting with their stock!) I gained a fair knowledge of the trade during the years I compiled a guide to the values of first editions, although some book dealers viewed my guide with a certain degree of suspicion. The best bookshops are a haven of calm and civilisation, where a customer can relax and find that time ceases to behave properly. I’ve known a great many book dealers and I have found most of them to be wonderfully eccentric and unworldly, with a great desire to share their knowledge. It is such a great shame that so few proper bookshops now exist. My favourite bookshops of all time were N.F. Brookes’s shop on Queen’s Road, Brighton, and YSF in Sheffield, both long gone.


BJS: The protagonist Flavian Bennett, who works for his father in the bookshop, is very self–conscious regarding his taste in books and art. Is this a reflection of how you see a certain breed of reader/collector?


RBR: I think we can all be a little snobbish about literary taste, and other people’s apparent lack of it! Flavian is young, and certainly shares this failing, but he is more annoyed by the idea of somebody trying to use their library to impress. Flavian is like all those who are bitten by the first edition bug, and he looks down his nose at later editions, especially those issued by book clubs. But, for all of his failings, Hopper [Dark Return’s antagonist] admits his lack of education and knowledge, and is willing to be guided by people he trusts. He is actually reading the books he buys, which elevates him, in my mind, above those collectors who dare not open their books for fear of damaging and devaluing them.


BJS: Is Flavian based on yourself or an amalgamation of people you know? And, dare I ask, does Flavian’s client, the sinister book collector Mr. Hopper, have any real world inspiration?


RBR: Flavian is entirely fictional, as is Mr. Hopper, I am pleased to report! I liked the idea of the latter looking like an East–end gangster, but dressed up in the affected, dated clothes of a dandy …


BJS: The Dark Return of Time is set entirely in Paris, though one that thankfully avoids a perpetual view of the Eiffel Tower–do you have a particular affinity for the city?


RBR: I’ve lived most of my life in the countryside (I did spend six years in Sheffield), but I have always been fascinated by cities as settings for fiction; there seem to me to be endless possibilities not only for human interaction but also alienation. I visited Paris a couple of times as a teenager and the atmosphere of the place always stayed with me, especially the area around the Place des Abesseses where The Dark Return of Time is partly set. It is an entirely romantic, fictional Paris that I have written about, filtered through memory and nostalgia. By making my central character an outsider, a foreigner, who is essentially passing through, I hope I will be forgiven if I write about Paris as a tourist might.


BJS: How do you think this sort of exotic displacement, like a foreigner in a big city abroad, works to increase the sense of the strange and weird in the novella?


RBR: The feeling of “foreigness” is one we can all relate to, making us less certain of the world around us. I usually feel as though I am writing “realist” rather than “strange” or “weird” fiction; in the real world I am wrong–footed, disturbed and upset by phenomena that is apparently quite everyday and natural–it is just that I can’t explain it. When one is abroad there are so many differences, for geographical and cultural reasons, that it is possible for the more subtle manifestations of the weird to slip by unnoticed.


BJS: What were the literary influences for Dark Return?


RBR: All of my reading over the years has some influence, I am sure. I sat down and started writing The Dark Return of Time immediately after reading Djin by Alain Robbe–Grillet, which is a very odd book. It is also set in Paris, where nothing is quite as it seems, and I am sure it was an influence. But one of my all–time favourite books is Roland Topor’s The Tennant, also set in Paris, and that has to be in The Dark Return of Time, I am sure. I greatly admire Machen, Aickman and others, but I’ll leave it to others to decide whether they are an influence.


BJS: The supernatural elements in this novella are subtle, but alluring. In particular, The Dark Return of Time, a book that becomes increasingly uncanny, in part two of the novella. What’s the inspiration behind this?


RBR: The Dark Return of Time is inspired by all the “ghost” books out there, some of which are more frightening than others. I wouldn’t want to stumble upon Alhazared’s Necronomicon any more than I would the books of Rosie M. Banks from Wodehouse’s Eggs, Beans and Crumpets, but an original edition of Fungoids by Enoch Soames would be nice to find, and if anybody can supply me with a copy of Wayside Bundle by Constance Hargreaves I would be very grateful. A friend is haunted by a book called Why I Am Not a Farmer, and should take heart from the fact that most “ghost” books manifest themselves eventually. One day I will find Malingering by S. Holmes (I once dreamed I had found his Practical Handbook of Bee Culture in a bookshop.)


BJS: The Dark Return of Time feels a bit like a literary mystery. Like we’re given pieces to the puzzle, but are not quite unsure how they fit together. And yet the story is satisfying in its conclusion. How do you strike this balance?


RBR: I’m pleased you think that I’ve struck the balance, but I don’t expect everyone to agree. Different readers seem to like their loose–ends more or less tidied up, but real life is never neatly resolved. Not only are some things never explained, but perfectly decent, rational people quite often have entirely different memories of the same events, and contradictory interpretations of them. Fiction is often harder to make convincing than real life (where coincidences abound and the most unlikely events regularly occur), but the reader should feel in a work of fiction that the journey has been taken as far as it can be reasonably told.


BJS: This isn’t your first novella. You also wrote Bloody Baudelaire, which was collected in Ghosts, and I know from our conversations you’ve written at least one more. Is there something about this length or story that attracts you?


RBR: Any story has a natural length, and sometimes keeping to a lower word–count just isn't possible. I love short stories for Poe’s “Unity of Effect”, but more complex themes and relationships need to be given the time and space to develop. A novel, though, is a different beast entirely …


BJS: Anything else we should keep an eye open for from you in the future?


RBR: Another novella, I hope, although the publisher who has accepted it has a very full programme for the next eighteen months or so …
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OF COURSE IT’S NO use, Watson, complaining. It was all his fault in the first place; he was the one who told me I needed a holiday. I can remember it quite clearly—it was a grey wet Friday afternoon in March, and I was sitting in that cubbyhole of an office of mine going through a stack of invoices and sipping Margot’s foul instant coffee out of a mug with in a chip in it. Watson gave one of those irritatingly jaunty little double knocks on the door and came waltzing in without waiting for me to reply. As usual he was dressed a bit too flashily for Lorder & Son: he wore a double-breasted suit with a red silk handkerchief sticking out of the front pocket, and he had that jovial self-satisfied look on his well-fed face. “What’re you up to then, Larkin?” he said without any introduction, and then he followed it up (as I knew he would) with that infuriating quip: “Still Larkin around?”

I did my best to ignore him but it didn’t work. It never did: Watson had the hide of a rhinoceros. He came and perched on the corner of my desk and made a show of craning over to see what top-secret thing I was working on. When I didn’t respond, he played his trump card. He said, “You’re looking a bit peaky, Larkin. You want to watch it, old son, or one day you’ll turn your toes up at that desk of yours. You should get out more.” Well, he’d got me on my weak spot there. In those days I used to suffer a lot with my asthma, and immediately I started wondering if I’d been overdoing it. Was I really looking that bad? Watson saw my expression and pressed home his advantage. “You should take a holiday,” he said impressively, flourishing a plump finger with an enormous signet ring at me. 

“You don’t need to tell me that,” I said stiffly, and then I followed it up (I don’t know why) with: “I’m going to book one this weekend, as a matter of fact.”

Watson laughed that infuriating laugh of his. “That so?” he said. “I’ll have to come round on Monday then and you can tell me all about it.”

“I doubt you’d be interested,” I replied as coldly as I could. “Our tastes are not the same.”

“Ho ho,” he laughed in that revoltingly hearty way. “Well, I’ll see you on Monday then.” He got off my desk with all the elegance of a water buffalo. “Keep Larkin around,” was his parting shot before he took himself and his red silk handkerchief off somewhere else. 

 

The trouble with people like Watson is that they do that, they force you into a corner. They goad you and goad you until you make some silly remark, and then you’ve committed yourself and you can’t go back on it without making yourself look stupid. Of course I hadn’t thought of taking a holiday before then, but now I had to book one before Monday. And then I couldn’t help worrying a bit about what Watson had said. Did I really look peaky? Perhaps I did need a holiday. At any rate, the next morning saw me up bright and early, walking down the High Street looking for a travel agent. I’d never particularly looked for one before—I don’t usually go on an organised holiday, I just spend a couple of weeks with my sister in Bournemouth. So this was a bit of a voyage of discovery, as you might say. The first one I went in to was no good at all. It was one of those chains, and it was all Ibiza this and Tenerife that—not at all suitable for a person of mature years and sober habits. I asked the girl on the desk if they did Swan Hellenic, and she stopped chewing her gum just long enough to say, “Where’s that, then?” 

After that I found myself out in the street again with no further ideas. I wandered about a bit, but didn’t see anywhere else I could try, and frankly I was starting to worry about what Watson had said again. Perhaps all this walking around was stressing my body too. I decided that the best course of action would be to find a café and have a cup of tea and a bun whilst I plotted my next move. And that was how I found the place: I passed a side street with a little sign at the end of it reading “Jane’s Coffee Shop”; I went down the street but I never got as far as Jane’s because the first thing I came to was a travel agent. 

I could see at once that this was a whole different kettle of fish from the last place. For starters, it didn’t have that nasty flashy look that the other agent’s had; there were no fluorescent yellow posters with “special offer” plastered all over them in the window; it looked neat and quiet and, well—staid. It looked like the place for gentleman travellers, not teenaged tourists. And secondly, the name painted over the quaint wooden door was a genuinely exotic one: “Cornelius Von Teufel, Travel Specialist”, it read. You couldn’t get more foreign than that. He was sure to be an expert on all things Continental. I pushed open the wooden door and went inside. 

The door opening struck a little bell which jangled as I went into the shop—it was a nice old-fashioned touch, I thought. Almost as soon as the bell rang, a man wafted out from the back of the shop somewhere. His tread was so noiseless he might have been on castors. He was about sixty, I should say, and dressed in an immaculate dark grey suit, with a white shirt and a very sober dark tie. The only adornment was a little gold tie pin with some sort of funny little symbol on it. It created a very refined effect, as did his neat little beard, trimmed to a point. His hair was receding, revealing a high-domed forehead, but he had resisted the temptation to comb it over the bald patch. His eyes twinkled behind little steel-rimmed glasses. 

“Cornelius Von Teufel,” he said, in a soft and very slightly accented voice. He held out a perfectly manicured hand. “How may I help you?”

“Edward Larkin, pleased to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand. “I’d like to book a holiday.”

He made me a little bow. Really, his manners were perfectly gentlemanly, and I congratulated myself on finding the shop. It was a cut above the other place, that was for certain. 

“You are, of course, aware that we specialise?” Von Teufel enquired.

“Well,” I replied as grandly as I could, “I am looking for something, shall we say—exclusive.” Then I added: “What sort of thing do you specialise in?”

“Spiritual journeys,” he announced. His eyes sparkled behind the little glasses and for a moment he became much more animated, carried away no doubt by enthusiasm for the job. 

“Spiritual journeys?” I repeated, a bit doubtfully. I had visions of a week in a monastic retreat or a course on art history, neither of which appealed. If I wanted boredom I could get it any day of the week at Lorder’s. 

“Yes,” he said, positively gushing with enthusiasm. “For the truly sensitive, the truly open-minded individual, we offer a range of unique supernatural experiences.”

“Supernatural?” I gaped at him for a moment before I remembered to shut my mouth. 

“Oh, yes,” he went on. “For those who have ever wondered whether there really is anything out there—whether life continues after we have shuffled off this mortal coil—or for those who simply wish to experience the ultimate frisson that only comes from a close encounter with the world beyond Von Teufel Travel offers a unique opportunity to find out.” And he went on a bit more like that, whilst I digested what he had just said. Of course it had to be a gimmick, though it was a new one, I’d give him that. Furthermore, he’d got himself a good audience this time. Not a lot of people know this (not even my sister, bless her), but I’m quite an avid reader of what they call genre fiction, in my spare time. Call it my private vice, if you like. Where other fellows like to peruse the sports pages of the Telegraph or even read rags like Playboy (like Watson, for example, I shouldn’t wonder), well, I like to curl up with a good horror novel. It takes me out of myself, as they say. So one way and another I quite enjoyed Cornelius Von Teufel’s little performance, and of course I decided to enter into the spirit of it. 

“Well, let me see what you can offer,” I said gamely. 

“Ah, a true connoisseur,” he beamed. “Step this way, if you would, please.”

We went towards the back of the shop where there was a little area that looked more like a gentleman’s club than anything—all green leather chairs, sporting prints on the walls and an expensive-looking Persian rug. I sat in one of the chairs and he fussed around gathering papers together. Eventually he sat in a chair opposite me and perused the uppermost sheet over the top of his spectacles. 

“Many of our clients enjoy the more traditional trips,” he began. “I can offer you the Bram Stoker Special, which comprises a five day tour of Transylvania, including Castle Dracula, and ends with a visit to the Lair of the White Worm. Very popular, especially with vermologists.”

I shuddered. “Not really my cup of tea.”

“Alternatively,” he went on undaunted, “we can offer music lovers the chance to experience the beautiful city of Paris with the Gaston Leroux Phantom Deluxe.”

“Music lovers?” I repeated, visions of the Moulin Rouge rising enticingly before my eyes.

“Opera, of course,” he remarked in his quiet voice.

Opera! Fat women with hordes of chins screeching away in Viking helmets! Hastily I held up my hand. “No, thank you. Not,” I continued, seeing one of those neat eyebrows rising slightly, “that I have anything against culture.”

“Then perhaps you would enjoy our Haywain trip,” suggested Von Teufel. “An opportunity to literally step into the mind of the artist.”

“Haywain?” I said. “Isn’t that by Constable? The one with the horses and the river? Pardon me for saying so, but I don’t see anything particularly supernatural about that.”

“Ah yes, a number of people have made that assumption,” he said. “The name actually refers to the Haywain by Hieronymus Bosch.” He fell silent for a moment, reflecting. “I rather think we must change the name of that particular trip; there have been complaints. I recall one elderly gentleman explicitly objected to the impaling. Some people have, I fear, very little appreciation for mediaeval symbolism.”

“Look here,” I said, “I’m sure impaling and gigantic worms are all very well in their place, but I’m really looking for something a little more subtle. This is supposed to be a holiday after all—don’t you have anything with just a suggestion of nastiness, rather than going the whole hog?”

To give him his due, Von Teufel took this on the chin. “Absolutely,” he said very smoothly, without any sign of offence. “For those who prefer a more understated apparition, I would thoroughly recommend the M.R. James Memorial Trip to Burnstow.”

This sounded a lot more interesting. I sat forward. “What does that involve?” I asked hopefully.

“First class travel to and from Burnstow, a tour of the beach and a visit to the Green Dragon,” he informed me.

“Well, that sounds excellent,” I said, starting to feel quite enthusiastic. Then a thought struck me. “Hang on, I don’t remember any Green Dragon,” I said. “Wasn’t it the Globe Inn in the story?”

He had the grace to look a little ashamed. “Indeed it was, Mr. Larkin; you are quite right.”

“So what’s the Green Dragon, then?”

“It’s a top quality launderette,” he admitted. “There is a good deal of crumpled linen,” he added. 

“It’s not really the same, though, is it?” I remarked. “Why can’t I visit the Globe instead?”

“Alas, not possible,” he said, spreading his hands in a gesture of regret. “It burnt to the ground some years ago. A fire in the linen cupboard, I believe. Some guests were charged, but I don’t believe it came to anything.”

I sighed. “I’m very sorry, but none of these really appeals. Is there really nothing else you can offer me?”

“Well,” he replied slowly, as though debating whether to commit himself, “For particular very valued customers we do offer a self catering option.”

“Self catering?” I said. “You mean, I would stay in a haunted house? Can you absolutely guarantee it would be haunted?”

“Oh yes,” he said with enthusiasm. He looked straight at me and I saw his eyes twinkling behind his steel-rimmed glasses. “It would be a hundred per cent guaranteed to be haunted.”

“Wonderful,” I said. “Can you show me some properties?”

“Of course.” He arose and fetched a thick file, which he spread on an occasional table before me.  “We have a range of properties including period houses, several castles, an old mill and a lighthouse.”

I leaned over and peered at the pictures. “What about this?” I asked. “Borley Rectory—I’ve heard of that one.”

“Alas, fully booked for the foreseeable future,” said Von Teufel. “But if you would prefer an ecclesiastical environment, we have a very nice vicarage in Hampshire.”

“Well, let’s take a look,” I said, thinking that it would be very convenient if I wanted to run down and see my sister for the day. I perused the photograph. It was a very attractive property—Queen Anne, I think they call it, with red bricks and white windows. “I see it has four bedrooms,” I commented, running my eye down the information printed underneath the photo.

“Yes, indeed,” said Von Teufel quietly. He looked at me, meditatively. “For you, Mr. Larkin, I think I would suggest the blue bedroom.”

I won’t bore you with the discussion about possible dates and all the rest of it. Eventually I got out my little-used credit card and paid a sizeable deposit to Von Teufel Travel, and then I signed a contract. Of course, you will say I should have read the small print, but Von Teufel seemed such a gentleman I felt it would be pointedly impolite to give him the third degree about the details. The only thing I did think was a bit funny at the time was that the contract was all written in red ink, but I thought perhaps that was something to do with travel regulations. Anyway, I signed with a flourish, and was just straightening up when Von Teufel came up close to me with something glittering in his hand. I took it for a silver fountain pen, thinking he was going to add his own name to the contract or something. You will think me dreadfully naïve, but I didn’t even smell a rat when he asked me to stand up a little straighter. Obligingly I did so, and with one wonderfully swift movement he flourished the glittering object aloft then plunged it into my chest. You know, they say it is remarkably difficult to stab someone in the heart, regardless of what might occur in popular fiction; the organ is well protected in its cage of ribs, and genuine stabs to the heart are usually the result of luck rather than judgement. All I can say on this point is that Cornelius Von Teufel was either very lucky or extremely skilful in his aim. The side of the blade scraped a little against one rib, I’ll grant you that, but otherwise his aim was true, and the knife slid into my heart and punctured it like a balloon. It is a very curious experience, I can tell you, to feel one’s heart skewered like a piece of barbecue meat. Instantly I felt the front of my shirt grow hot and wet, but after that I felt very little, for the room was growing dim and faint around me. I could feel my heart making one last sad attempt to beat, and the blood came pumping out over my hands and pattered down onto my shoes. I tottered on my feet, and Cornelius Von Teufel laid a steadying hand on my shoulder. As at last I drifted away into blackness, I heard his soft voice say, “Bon voyage.” That puzzled me a bit—I could have sworn he was German. 

 

So here I am, in the blue room, on what you might call an extended holiday. At any rate, I have plenty of spare time, and my asthma no longer bothers me—no lungs, you see. The vicarage isn’t inhabited by the Living just at present, but I’m not lonely. I have company. 

One of the things that you may not know if you have not yet crossed the Great Divide, is that the Recently Deceased do have a certain amount of influence—especially those who have died a violent death. It is comparatively short-lived, which is why so many apparitions have to vent their wrath through groaning and clanking and other ineffectual activities; but for a short time the influence is relatively powerful. In Death I like to think I demonstrated a little more drive than I ever did in Life, working at Lorder’s. What I did was this: I encouraged Watson to take a holiday too. 

I think he should be grateful really: actual Death couldn’t possibly be any worse than working at Lorder’s for another thirty years. But all the same, he never stops complaining. The trouble with Watson is that he is terribly vain. And there’s no doubt his looks have changed a little, and not for the better. Cornelius Von Teufel stabbed him twice, you see—through the eyes. And it’s hard to look debonair if your eyes look like two overcooked tomatoes that someone has punctured with a kebab skewer. Still, he’s stuck with them now; and as I said at the beginning, he’s only himself to blame.
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Jason Rolfe: First off, I really enjoyed The Sea Change, Helen. The seven stories in the collection appeared in various publications between 2005 and 2012 but they fit so well together I can’t help but wonder whether they were written with this collection in mind. Is it style or content that blends these stories so seamlessly together?


Helen Grant: Thank you for your kind words, Jason! I’m glad you feel the stories fit well together. Although the stories were produced for a number of different publications (All Hallows, Supernatural Tales, The M. R. James Ghosts & Scholars Newsletter), all of those publications come from small presses. I wasn’t paid for writing them and there was no commercial pressure to write in a particular way. This provided a wonderful freedom to write the way I wanted to write. Many of the stories are written in the first person, which is a form I feel very comfortable with; three of my novels are written that way. I like nastiness but it must be suggested rather than dragged brutally into the light of day. I’m interested in people and how they react to the supernatural events in the stories; I want my characters to be more than screaming victims. Plotting is also very important to me; I dislike stories that lack structure and are simply a series of vaguely threatening impressions (this is a personal taste; other people like a story which does not come to a decisive conclusion because it is mysterious and suggests the sinister nature of the unexplained).


JR: What inspired you to first take up the pen?


HG: I’ve loved writing since I was a kid—since I first could write, in fact. When I was ten, my primary school teacher asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, and I said, “A writer.” However, I took a rather circuitous route to that point!


After I left university I worked in Marketing for ten years and spent all my spare cash on travelling. During that time I mostly wrote travel diaries. Then children arrived and I had my hands full! It wasn’t until the youngest started kindergarten that I was able to write full-time.


At that point we were living in Germany and I think that had a big influence in my decision to give the time to writing. One of the great pleasures of living abroad is that it offers the opportunity to make a completely fresh start and reinvent yourself. When people in Bad Münstereifel asked me what I did, I felt I could say “I’m a writer” and they would absolutely accept that. They had no history with me, no reason to think, hmmm, dream on! That was very liberating for me. I do wonder whether I would have had the confidence to start writing full-time if we had stayed in the UK forever.


I didn’t launch myself straight into novel-writing; I started with non-fiction articles, many of which appeared in the M. R. James Ghosts and Scholars Newsletter, and then began to write short supernatural fiction.


JR: So why ghost stories?


HG: I’ve always loved ghost stories. When I was a kid my father used to retell the stories of M. R. James to amuse us on boring journeys—that was a great treat and the start of a life-long love of ghostly tales. I am bemused rather than irritated when people are sniffy about “genre fiction”. I like to be thrilled, moved and scared out of my wits!


I simply could not envisage myself writing chick lit or kitchen sink dramas because that isn’t the sort of thing I enjoy reading. If I tried, the romantic heroine would end up pushing the hero off a bell-tower or something


I think my experience of writing ghost stories had a heavy influence on my first novels. The very first, The Vanishing of Katharina Linden, actually includes a number of local German ghost stories that I have retold in my own words. I do aim for “creepy” rather than “disgusting”.


I would not rule out writing a novel-length supernatural story in future either, although I am currently building a reader base for books that fall more into the crime/thriller category, although they do contain apparently supernatural elements.


JR: In your story notes you mention that Bad Münstereifel inspired your first novel, The Vanishing of Katharina Linden and may serve as the setting for “Grauer Hans”, the opening tale in this collection. In your notes on “The Calvary at Banská Bystrica” you point out that it, “like others of [your] stories…was inspired by a real place.” I am curious about the influence of “place” on writers. How are you influenced by the physical (and cerebral) world around you? What is it about a place that inspires you?


HG: I am very heavily influenced by the world around me, particularly the physical world, although also the cerebral world in the sense that I have a keen interest in local folk tales (especially creepy ones) and bizarre snippets of history. When I wrote The Vanishing of Katharina Linden I was living in Bad Münstereifel and had been researching local legends simply for the fun of it. I was fascinated by them, particularly the story of der Unerschrockene Mahlhannes—“Unshockable Hans”—the miller who was entirely unafraid of all the nasty ghosts and supernatural creatures he encountered. I began to think that I should start work on the book I had always talked about writing, and make him the unofficial hero of it! I can’t imagine living in a place like Bad Münstereifel and not being inspired by it. It is a mediaeval town with the circular defensive wall and towers still standing; it has cobbled streets and half-timbered houses and several stunning old churches as well as two castles. It also has a shed-load of weird tales attached to it, most of which are retold in the book, such as the story of the Fiery Man of the Hirnberg. Really, the town was crying out to be the setting for a book!


I also set the two following books in that part of Germany (the Eifel). By the time I had finished writing the third novel (Wish Me Dead), we had left Bad Münstereifel and moved to Flanders, which presented me with a new challenge. I knew Bad Münstereifel very well because we had lived there for seven years, and we had been there for at least four before I even started thinking about writing a book about it. Also, I spoke German fluently so I was able to immerse myself in local culture. When we got to Flanders I had to start learning Dutch from scratch, and I knew very little about the area we lived in at all. So I very cold-bloodedly went out and looked for inspiration. I went on local history talks, struggling to keep up with the Dutch language; I visited churches and ruined abbeys and castles; I hoovered up snippets of Flemish tradition from my Dutch lessons. I even went down the Brussels sewers! There are no catacombs in Brussels, so I took the train to Paris and went down the ones there. Basically I tried to soak myself in as much culture and history as possible, concentrating on the more “Gothic” aspects, in the hopes of finding inspiration, which indeed I did.


I know I am not alone in having other people suggest particular local places or legends as the basis for a story. M. R. James himself said, “How often, too, have ruinous old houses been described or shown to me as fit scenes for stories. ‘Can’t you imagine some old monk or friar wandering about this long gallery?’ No, I can’t.” Well, I can’t either. I have to respond personally to a location. Whether this happens or not as is unpredictable as falling in love. Rosslyn Chapel didn’t do it for me (though it did for Dan Brown!), but Saint Bavo’s Cathedral in Ghent did. Bad Münstereifel was a huge inspiration for me, but nearby Monschau, which also has gorgeous old houses and cobbled streets, left me cold.


JR: You mention your admiration for the ghost stories of M. R. James. “The Game of the Bear” is, in fact, the completion of an unfinished M. R. James tale. I am loath to compare the work of one writer with that of another, but I certainly do see a touch of James in your work. That being said, I see a bit of Machen there as well. What other authors have inspired you?


HG: I’m not conscious of being inspired by a single author, but I have been a passionate fan of Victorian literature since I was a teenager, and I know that this has influenced my work quite a lot. I enjoy the moral dilemmas that face many Victorian heroes and heroines. Trollope’s The Vicar of Bullhampton springs to mind—a minister tries to help a prostitute with the best of intentions, but risks having his motives grievously misunderstood; also Wilkie Collins’s The New Magdalen, which follows the attempts of a fallen woman to make a fresh start. I am simply fascinated by these situations. I think this is reflected in my work, for example, when Steffi, the heroine of Wish Me Dead, apparently has the ability to make wishes that come true and then has to decide whether it is justified to use it to get rid of people who are abusive to others.


I also like the sense of purpose in Victorian novels. Everything fits together so neatly. The Victorians were not afraid of employing a stonking great coincidence either, such as Jane Eyre happening to end up at the house of St. John Rivers, who turns out to be her cousin.


I have occasionally heard a modern writer say that they put something into a novel because “it seemed right at the time” or “it just occurred to me”. That is certainly a far more realistic reflection of the random nature of real life, but I actually like a story to have structure, for every element to have meaning, for there to be closure at the end. And yes, this probably does make me hopelessly old-fashioned


JR: While reading the stories in this collection, I often found it difficult to pinpoint a time period. I found hints of the contemporary throughout, but your writing style strikes me as elegantly older (late Victorian or perhaps Edwardian?). Regardless, it creates a sense of timelessness that suits the subject matter well. Was this “timelessness” your intention, or simply a by-product of your writing style?


HG: Well, as I mentioned before, I am very fond of classic literature so I am sure that that has had an influence.


I suppose I do try to avoid using details that would date a story very strongly, unless setting it at a particular point in time is critical to the plot. Technology particularly is something that changes so very quickly that it soon anchors a story to the past, and not necessarily in a good way. Even when the technology in question is right up to date there are pitfalls; you need it to be state-of-the-art if you are writing Robocalypse but if someone creeping around a ruined castle at midnight suddenly whips out an iPhone 5, it adds a jarring note!


JR: How would you describe your writing style?


HG: That is a very difficult question! I aim for fluidity; I like prose to be easy to read aloud, which often means following the natural rhythm of speech. I do like elegant, understated prose but I cannot say I always employ it; in my latest novel the main characters sometimes use expletives because that is what is called for. Nobody discovers a body and says “Goodness me”. One of the things I do take a pride in is having a large vocabulary and using the correct word for the situation. I resisted a suggestion by my then editor to remove the unfamiliar word “came” (meaning the lead strips used in making stained glass windows) from The Glass Demon because it was absolutely the correct word. I am pleased to say that the same book also contains one of my favourite words, “palimpsest”! I don’t try to be obscure on purpose (pity the poor readers) but if the word is right, it is right, and people can always look it up! 


JR: “Alberic de Mauléon” is a prequel to the M.R. James story “Canon Alberic’s Scrap-book”. Were this the only Helen Grant story I had read, I would say you captured James nicely. Because this story was but one of seven, and because it blended so wonderfully with the others, I have to say you’ve captured the essence and style of Helen Grant nicely! Your stories have a clear and consistent voice. Was that always the case, or did you (like many writers) struggle to find it?


HG: I don’t feel it was a struggle to find my voice, but I think I have developed in confidence as I have gone along. All my early stories were written in the first person because I felt comfortable with that and I felt it was working. The humour in The Vanishing of Katharina Linden largely comes from the character of Pia and her way of observing things. First person can also be a great way of telling the reader something without directly telling them—they have to read between the lines because they only know what the character chooses to tell them. Larkin in “Self Catering” would be less funny and probably a lot more annoying if seen from the outside—for example, if I came out and stated that he was an old fusspot and a hypochondriac rather than letting the reader draw their own conclusions.


At some point, however, I started to get tired of the limitations imposed by the first person narrative. It means that the reader knows that the narrator is going to survive to the end of the story/novel no matter what, unless it is going to turn into one of those clichéd “then I realised I was dead” endings. There is also a risk that my longer works would start to blend into one another: feisty heroine, sassy comments about those around her. So for the novels I am working on at present I am using the third person, and thoroughly enjoying myself!


JR: When putting this collection together, were you tempted to change the stories in any way?


HG: No, not really. I don’t like anything to go out to an editor, let alone get into print, unless I am happy with it myself. Now and again I notice that there is some tiny detail that I might change, such as the use of a distinctive word twice in one paragraph, but I would not change anything major. Also, you know, I would hate to end up like the guy in Camus’s La Peste who keeps re-writing the first line of his novel! Onwards and upwards.


JR: While I enjoyed all the stories in The Sea Change, my personal favourite was “Nathair Dhubh”. It was, as you said, “an old-fashioned ghost story”. The ghost story is arguably the oldest “genre” in literature. It is certainly one of the oldest themes in storytelling. How do you explain its ongoing popularity?


HG: Well, I’ve heard a theory that supernatural stories are all about confronting our most deep rooted fears: of death, mutilation, insanity and disease—e.g. vampire stories would represent a fear of infectious disease. I think there is some truth in that. Since ghost stories often seem to involve the settling of a grudge or retribution, I suppose they are exploring the question of whether there is any kind of ultimate justice. But basically I think you can split people up into two groups: the ones who absolutely hate to be scared, and the ones who like it! I know people who say “How can you watch films like that/read books like that?” That is one half of humanity. The other half are comparing notes on which is the scariest movie/novel ever, so they can get it…


JR: The Vanishing of Katharina Linden and The Glass Demon, were nominated for the Carnegie Medal, which is awarded to the authors of outstanding books for children. The Daily Mail has called you “a writer to watch”. The recognition must be rewarding, but does it create a level of personal expectation?


HG: Truthfully? No. I don’t think you can let it. If I write thirty books in my lifetime, then (as well as spending a king’s ransom on print cartridges) I will inevitably produce at least one that gets horribly panned. I think you have to write for yourself first.


Awards and good reviews are lovely because of the publicity and its effect on sales—The Vanishing of Katharina Linden got its highest ever listing on Amazon after the Carnegie shortlisting was announced—but it’s all so subjective. Some readers think Wish Me Dead is my best book, others think it is not as good as the first two. Who is right? When I get a one star Amazon review I try not to let it get to me, and when I get a good newspaper review I don’t let it go to my head.


My main hope is that I will produce books that will do well enough that my future books will also be published. That is my main “personal expectation” and it’s more of a hope than an expectation!


JR: You’ve written three novels and released this marvellous collection. What do we have to look forward to in the future?


HG: I’m currently working on a trilogy set in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium. The overall theme of the trilogy is Forbidden Spaces, and the first novel, Silent Saturday, is being published in the UK in April 2013 by Bodley Head, an imprint of Random House. I have just finished writing the first draft of the second novel, The Demons of Ghent. The third book is going to be called Urban Legends. The entire idea for the trilogy sprouted from something my Dutch teacher in Flanders told me. Apparently on Stille Zaterdag (“Silent Saturday”), the day after Good Friday, no church bells are rung in Flanders. They are supposed to have flown away to Rome to collect Easter eggs for the children! When I heard this story, my very first thought was, if I were a Flemish child, I would be mad keen to get into the church belfry and see whether the bells really had flown away or not. And that is the starting-point for Silent Saturday. The hero and heroine, who are children at this point, climb the tower of their local church and see something appalling happening below in the village. Ten years later, a sinister chain of events appears to be linked to what happened that day, Silent Saturday.


This is the first time I have ever attempted to write anything like this, i.e. several books with the same hero and heroine and a unifying theme. My first three novels were all set in or close to Bad Münstereifel and there were a few minor characters (the town gossip, the local policeman) who kept reappearing, but otherwise they were completely separate stories.


I have a bit of a bee in my bonnet about trilogies and series that are basically one story cut into chunks. As a reader I find it horribly frustrating to get to the end of an absorbing novel and find it finishes with a cliffhanger and you have to wait twelve months for the next book to come out. So I am aiming to make each of the three books in the trilogy a complete story in itself, with some closure at the end, even if that closure is not final for all the characters.


Once I have finished writing Urban Legends (hopefully some time in 2013), I will be looking forward to some new projects. I now live in Scotland, so one of the possible options is to set something there. I have been scouting creepy or unusual locations for a while, looking for what you might call “stimulus material”! I’ve visited Pictish standing stones on lonely hilltops, toured old churches and one or two castles, and spent quite a lot of time ferreting about amongst the antiquarian books at Innerpeffray Library (where they let you read them—even the ones that are four hundred years old!). Most of my time will be devoted to novel writing but I am not excluding the idea of a few more short stories too.
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Silver on Green

from Written by Daylight

John Howard




THE MONTH OF MAY was Eduard Miklos’s favourite, in his place of exile. Each year, as spring advanced into early summer, for a few short weeks the quiet, respectable, and secluded suburb of London where he had made his home—his refuge—was transformed. To Miklos, as Turnham Park drowsed in the May sunshine and unseasonable warmth, the suburb became a dream, a glowing painting by Raoul Dufy, almost the nearest thing that he had ever expected to think of as an earthly paradise. 

Soon after his arrival in Turnham Park, Miklos had gravitated towards the small circle of internationally-minded artists, retired academics, younger shop-keepers and owners of small businesses who considered themselves the local cosmopolitan and bohemian set. Most were anti-protectionist and fervent supporters of the League of Nations. They had welcomed Miklos into their midst as an exotic addition to their number, and genuinely appreciated his sometimes acerbic (but always well intentioned) contributions to their debates in the Park Tavern or in the West View Tea Shop on the Green. Miklos shared his thoughts within this small circle of trusted friends and associates during a largely liquid lunch on one particularly spectacular day in late spring, in his second spring in Turnham Park. And as always they listened with interest.

“Early this morning I had to fulfil an appointment with a friend who works at the embassy of my country. He helps me to maintain connections, informing me of current and prospective political developments—or rather, the lack of them—in the present regime. Of course I do not need to explain that we met in a safe place—somewhere else than the embassy. I still have to be careful; and my, shall I say, informer, cannot allow himself to be seen keeping company with me in public. Afterwards I was in a dejected state of mind as I travelled back on the Tube. And then it seemed that everything conspired to make my stroll home from the station into a sensory experience of the highest order. As I looked up from the emerald of the Green, I saw, as if for the first time, over and above all, the sky: so blue and deep I felt that I would fall up into it if I had been able to jump high enough. And then the sun, almost white in its intensity, a diamond embedded in the cushion of the cloudless heavens. All growing plants seemed to have been transformed into riots of tumbling blossoms, white and pink clouds fallen to earth. The red brick of the houses blazed like beacons in the sunshine, their fire darkened by the contrast to the limitless sky. The somewhat darker red tiles of roofs floated above blossoming trees and the palely translucent green of those newly coming into leaf. Garden hedges were ramparts of fresh green growth; the white-painted fences and gates glistened with a painful intensity. Flowers were patches and blots of hot colour flicked across walls and grass. I encountered hardly anyone outside; once away from the Green and the shops there was almost no traffic. The only sounds were the songs of birds and the wind in the branches. In the shadows the air was still cool—as I breathed I could taste it, and it was sweet. I was downcast, but then I was raised up. Gentlemen, this morning I walked through the Garden of Eden.”

For a moment the little group sat on in silence. Their corner of the lounge bar of the Park Tavern was quiet at the best of times, and the hot sunny air seemed to muffle all sounds apart from the slightest murmur of conversation and the clink of glasses. Then more ale was called for. Further cigarettes were lit and pipes refilled. 

“So, my dear Miklos, this is the Garden of Eden—on the District Line?”

Miklos joined in with the laughter. 

“Yes, are you sure you were ever a politician, Mr. Miklos?” said Richards, a young journalist who lived close by and who often joined the group on a nominally probational basis. “I don’t expect poetry from our or anyone’s leaders and representatives. High-flown rhetoric and colourful mendacity, to be sure, but not such an appreciation of what is, after all, only one of a number of types of ordinary morning that can occur at this time of year, and always in a thoroughly mundane place. Turnham Park is only London, after all, not Paradise!” 

“Perhaps you are right,” Miklos said after a pause. “Although when I had to leave my country and was able to settle here, Turnham Park did seem paradisiacal to me. It still does. I hope that I will never cease to be grateful for the chance to live here, to inhabit one of the small red houses set in a green garden bounded by a white fence. Of course, I do wish to return home, to the land of my birth, but until its Government can be cleansed and reformed…”

“And you attempt to play your part?” asked Richards. “You did say that you visited a countryman of yours—one who holds similar views to yours, I would assume?”

Miklos drained his glass. “I do not think that I care to discuss politics on such a day as this.”

Shortly afterwards Richards left for his work in Fleet Street, and conversation moved on. 

“Gentlemen, before I go on my way, I find I must mention politics, after all,” Miklos said. “Our young friend asked if I had really been a politician. Yes, I realise the spirit in which he asked the question! Well, of course the answer really is yes. Resoundingly, I think you could say.” Miklos gazed at the faces of his friends sitting at their table. “Yes, I have been a politician, and I think I will always be one, like my father and grandfather before me. I can’t escape it. Now, earlier, I described Eden—although I intended no religious significance. But it will do; and I will continue the comparison, if that is the right word. And here is how one can tell that I once wielded power, and am at ease doing so. I ask you: If this is Eden, where is the serpent? Now you know my profession and calling for sure—because I must always be asking that question!”

As the laughter subsided, Miklos slowly took three large and heavy silver coins from the worn leather purse he always carried with him. He placed the coins in a pile on the table in front of his now vacant chair. And then, with a smile and a nod to his friends, he strolled out into the street.

 

*   *   *

 

In the tavern, Miklos had been careful to make sure that the coins he’d left behind were the florins that he’d intended to pay his share with. In his old purse he also carried a number of the silver coins of his own country: hefty and substantial pieces, similar to the British half crowns he cherished, but bearing the head of old King Stefan, the current King’s father. He had quite a few more at home; almost enough, he thought, to count as a small hoard. Miklos made sure that all of the coins bore the heads of monarchs other than the young King Marius, who had ordered his expulsion from his native land. 

As Miklos sat at the desk in his study, he found that he wasn’t quite ready to begin writing the day’s portion of his memoirs. He cleared away some unopened letters and newspapers and set out a row of coins in front of him. This time they were of the highest denomination that had been struck with the highest silver content. One of the things that Miklos’s contact at the embassy had told him about was a forthcoming announcement from the National Bank that the amount of the precious metal in the national coinage was to be reduced. Miklos set out the coins like a grand master setting out his chess pieces, arranging them by date. They sparkled and glinted in the stray shafts of sunlight that reached through the windows and pierced the cool green dimness of the room. Miklos picked up a coin and set it on its edge, and started it spinning. For a few moments it became a whirling and insubstantial silver sphere before falling onto one of its faces and clattering across the desk. Then he took one of King George’s new crown coins out of a drawer, flicking it into the air and catching it, repeating the action several times with ease, following the movements of the tumbling and glittering disk. Miklos knew he was wasting time amusing himself; it brought back happy memories from his childhood and ones that were not so good from more recent times. Miklos caught the coin in mid-air and examined it, looking at it closely as if he’d never seen it before. The design on the reverse had been controversial: the traditional rendering of Saint George and the Dragon had been changed to a stylised and obviously contemporary one. Richards had told him that the coin had been nicknamed the “rocking horse crown”. Nevertheless Miklos had become used to the design with its sinuous dragon and now liked it. He replaced the shiny silver disk in the drawer, and took a fresh sheet of paper from the pile in a box under his desk. 

 

*   *   *

 

Miklos felt that he had always served his monarch well. As a very young man he had joined his country’s diplomatic service and served in several capacities at the embassy in London. Then he had returned home, and for many years sat in parliament, first as a member of the Chamber of Representatives and latterly of the Senate. From early in his career, Miklos had taken pains to make himself available. His wife had died shortly after their marriage; and, while not ceasing to mourn her and their stolen future, Miklos had henceforth courted no mistress but politics. And then it was with a heightened fervour. Old King Stefan had ensured that Miklos entered the Cabinet; he had held several portfolios, including that of Minister of the Interior. And he had twice served as Prime Minister. Miklos had never been under any illusion as to the nature of the regimes he served in or headed as the King’s nominee. Whenever the King decided a change of government was needed, Miklos had accepted the result of the elections that followed and confirmed the King’s decision. He had been convinced that the political party that his family had always supported, and its governments that he was associated with, always represented the highest number of people for the longest amount of time, and kept the nation stable and growing in prosperity. Miklos had wielded real power, and had enjoyed doing so—for the sake of the nation. 

For the first year or so of his reign King Marius made no changes to the way the country was governed since the dynasty had been invited to rule over the newly independent nation. The last of the old King’s governments had been dominated by the United Agrarians, with Miklos’s Liberal Radical Party in opposition. But this hadn’t worried him: the pendulum would swing back again sooner or later, and all pieces fall back into their accustomed places until the next time change was decreed. Miklos expected the Premiership to be his again. And then when he had indeed been appointed Prime Minister by the young and inexperienced King, he had assumed that the business of government would be carried on as before. That had been Miklos’s only mistake.

Although it was still early afternoon, Miklos poured out a glass of the plum brandy specially imported from his native province. He started to think about the mistake that had cost him his political career. A few months into his second term of office, Miklos had been summoned to the Palace. There was nothing at all unusual in that. It was true that the adverse economic conditions prevailing throughout the world were making themselves felt at home; but the Miklos Government had measures in place, with more to be enacted. Some discontent was to be expected, but Miklos was sure that the King would be content to let his present Government tackle any dissent by the usual range of means, just as governments had always done. 

The announcements and decrees had been prepared in advance. King Marius had informed his Prime Minister that all political parties were to be abolished, and the constitution revised to give the King a greater and more defined role in the political life of the nation. Henceforth there would be only one party allowed, and only that party would provide the members of the legislature not appointed by the King. All members of the Cabinet must be members of the party and be appointed by the Prime Minister, who would be appointed by the King. The King’s appointee would lead the new party and the Government. Miklos would be required to organise a nationwide plebiscite to consult the people about the changes and ensure that they returned the correct result. 

“Your Majesty, these ‘reforms’, as you call them, will result in nothing less than a dictatorship.”

“That is correct, Mr. Miklos. Nevertheless I shall, of course, still require a Prime Minister. I expect to name you to that post.”

“I would be reduced to being merely your puppet, Majesty. That is not how the position of Prime Minister was envisaged by our forefathers when we became independent seventy years ago. They were determined to avoid the domination of any one branch of the Executive—”

The King smiled. “I believe your grandfather’s brother wrote our present, and I feel now sadly outworn, constitution, did he not?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Mr. Miklos, you may be the named author of the new one, if you wish. But I have to tell you now that this nation needs my Royal Dictatorship, and it will get it. Whether or not you agree or are a part of it. You may choose. And now.”

“Your Majesty, I resign.”

“Very well. Good evening.” 

The King held out his hand, but Miklos bowed stiffly and stalked out of the room. 

The decrees were splashed across the front pages of the following morning’s newspapers. Miklos awoke to find armed gendarmes placed at all entrances and exits to his house, and at the gates and outside the high walls around the garden. 

 

*   *   *

 

Miklos had covered several large sheets of paper with his minute and angular handwriting before he stopped. While resting, he read over what he had written, whispering certain phrases and sentences back to himself. “House arrest. For my own protection and safety, they said.” Miklos snorted in disgust, and realised that his fists were clenched in anger and feelings of betrayal, just as they had been when he’d left the Palace on the night of his resignation.

To begin with, Miklos’s study and library had been placed out of bounds to him. Doors and windows had been locked and guarded. The telephone had been disconnected. Apart from those violations of his property and possessions—he knew the law that gave the authorities the right, having drafted it himself—they had allowed him have the run of his own house and garden. But once he had been denied access to his books and papers, Miklos would spend most of the day in bed, or sit at the vast table in the kitchen drinking coffee or plum brandy, or wander aimlessly around the garden. His servants had been dismissed; his meals were prepared somewhere outside and brought to him by one of the gendarmes. Items such as knives and scissors had vanished from the house; but the possibility of escape through injury or even suicide never entered Miklos’s mind. 

One morning Miklos was strolling in the garden when he heard laughter. He turned and walked towards the sound. At one of the strong wrought-iron gates—now locked—that pierced the wall, Miklos found the two young gendarmes stationed there apparently waving their arms in the air as they continued to laugh. Their merriment ceased the moment they saw Miklos approaching; they immediately stood to attention, trying not to look guilty. Miklos noticed that both men had their hands clenched into fists. He smiled and nodded at the officers, and strolled on past them. A few moments later, when he thought they would have relaxed again, he suddenly stopped and turned.

“Can we help you, sir?” one of the gendarmes asked. 

“What have you got in your hands, both of you?”

The young men looked at each other. It was clear that they had never expected the former Prime Minister to speak to them, let alone ask such a question.

“Come on, show me.”

Both officers held out their hands like naughty children and unclenched their fists. A large silver coin nestled in each palm. 

“And what were you doing with your money?”

“Juggling, sir.”

“I beg your pardon?”

The other gendarme spoke up. “We was juggling, sir. You know, like this.” Without any self-consciousness the man started to juggle the two coins he had been holding. Miklos saw the swift glint of silver in the sun, moving smoothly from hand to hand. He was mesmerised. “Come on,” the gendarme said. Two more glints joined the first two: his companion had flung his coins expertly into the game. The gendarmes started to laugh again, as the juggling continued effortlessly.

“Remarkable,” Miklos muttered to himself. Despite himself, he started to smile. Then he told the policeman to stop. 

“We’re sorry, sir,” the man said. “It won’t happen again, I promise. You won’t say anything, will you, sir? Please?”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t say anything, for now at least. But I think both of you had better get back to work.”

Back in the house Miklos went through the pockets of all his suits and checked the contents of a strongbox he kept at the bottom of a cupboard in his dressing room. He soon assembled some forty silver coins, which he placed in rows on the kitchen table. He arranged them by denomination and date; he turned over any coins bearing King Marius’s head, so he didn’t have to look at it. Then Miklos picked up two of the coins, and felt their weight, balancing one on each palm. 

Several hours later Miklos had trained himself to juggle two coins with reasonable accuracy. He no longer sent the coins flying around the room every few seconds, rolling across the floor under chairs and into every nook and cranny. For the first time since his arrest Miklos went to bed in a good mood, and looked forward to getting up the next morning. 

 

*   *   *

 

After another week, the doors of his study and library were unlocked and Miklos was allowed to use them once more. The rooms had been searched thoroughly; he soon discovered that certain private and political papers had been removed. But apart from the missing items, there was little in the way of damage and disruption. He was also allowed to receive a few carefully screened visitors. But Miklos neglected his books and papers, and spent as much time as he could in the kitchen. Making sure he was never observed—as best he could—Miklos continued to train himself to juggle silver coins, improving his dexterity and skill. He gradually traded and exchanged the new coins of King Marius in his possession for older examples bearing the likenesses of the royal predecessors.  

Every morning Miklos arranged his coins on the kitchen table, positioned in their ranks like an army about to begin manoeuvres or as if some sort of game were about to be started. When he wasn’t trying to juggle them, Miklos examined his coins minutely, weighing them in his hands one against the other, or in measured combinations. His eyes were continually drawn to the polished glint of new silver and the steady dull sheen of the more circulated and worn coins. He developed a fascination for the simple fact of silver in its coined form. Miklos held to its solidity and mass. For once he had something to grasp—and often literally. The congealed moonlight of silver pooled in his hand represented firm value, a bulwark against uncertainty. He explored his coins, fingering them with his eyes closed and holding them to his nose to smell. He tasted the metal. Shape and form spoke to him. And silver entered Miklos’s soul.

 

*   *   *

 

A visitor was announced while Miklos was sitting in a rocking chair on the terrace outside his study. One of the two gendarmes accompanying the visitor placed a chair close to where Miklos sat, and then stood back, with his colleague, at a respectful distance. 

“Senator Artur Ozera, sir.”

Miklos stood and embraced the Secretary-General of the now banned Liberal Radical Party, who was also Miklos’s brother-in-law. Then Miklos invited him to sit down.  

“Artur, so much has changed! Tell me, do you find me changed? Because I am. I might not look it, but I am.”

“I had better come straight to the point, Eduard. I have a message from His Majesty—unofficially, you understand, but he means it. The King wants you to reconsider your resignation. He would like to dismiss that lapdog Troester and appoint you Prime Minister instead. Not immediately, of course; you would rejoin the Cabinet first. His Majesty is prepared to let it be known that your resignation and, ah, sojourn here were due to an illness. The King would say that you have made a full recovery and he is pleased to welcome you back as the head of his Royal Government. What can I tell the King?”

“Marius wants me for another of his lapdogs, is that it? All right, I understand that. But tell me, Artur, what if I decline to fall in with the young King’s wishes?”

“Eduard, you will be expelled from the country,” Ozera said. “Exile is the only alternative to accepting the King’s offer.”

“So be it. Exile it is. Will you stay to dinner, Artur? I am sure they can bring in some extra food and wine, if I have a guest.”

Ozera shook his head. “I am sorry, Eduard. I had better go straight on to the Palace. I can’t say I’m surprised at your answer. And I must say I’m glad. You have not let the party down, Eduard, even now.”

They shook hands, and began to walk towards the garden gate. The two gendarmes followed. 

“How long will I have?” Miklos asked. 

“Not long. A few days, I think. I do believe the King will be expecting the answer that I’ll be giving, so he will act quickly. But I don’t think he will be ungenerous. He isn’t a complete fool.”

“And you, Artur? Are you remaining with this King?”

Ozera shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows? Perhaps I will be joining you, somewhere, sooner or later.”

As soon as Ozera had left, Miklos started making firm plans. When the news of his going into exile was announced a week later, Miklos was ready. 

 

*   *   *

 

Turnham Park had not been as unknown to Miklos as it still was to most of the inhabitants of the teeming city surrounding it. During his first time in London—when he had been employed at his country’s embassy—Miklos had lived in the quiet suburb. He had wanted to live in a place away from the noisy and dusty West End, but which was yet easily accessible from it. Turnham Park had fulfilled his expectations and needs. In the cool evenings Miklos enjoyed strolling around the Green, with its dewy grass and ancient trees and mixture of old and new houses. And the new red-brick church, tavern, Community Institute, and parade of shops had catered to most of his other needs, whether actual or potential. The suburb was out of the way, yet hidden in plain sight close to the crowded main road leading out of the conurbation to the west. Turnham Park was little known and seldom visited; a “blank” on the street-map, a terra incognita that it was easy to miss or ignore. 

When Miklos lived in the suburb for the first time, it had still been just on the farthest western edge of the city. A few fields, market gardens, and old houses survived, although in most places the city’s edge had overflowed and swallowed them, the twisting lanes being transformed into raw streets of identical black and white villas. After the Great War—from which Miklos’s country had emerged transformed by huge additions to its territory—the new orbital road was constructed not so very far to the west of Turnham Park; but the suburb had become quite insulated by then. It continued to dream away the years on its own terms, sunlit and tranquil even as the constant traffic rumbled to and fro along the main road and the electric trains arrived and departed from the station by the Green. But at night roofs and trees were silhouetted against the constant livid glow in the sky, and all but the brightest stars were dimmed by the vast pool of light that was London. 

Miklos’s plans had proceeded smoothly. By the time he arrived in London, the house in Turnham Park had been bought and prepared for him. As Ozera had predicted, King Marius had not chosen to be vindictive, and no obstacles had been placed in Miklos’s way. He had been allowed to take his books and papers with him into exile, while his bank accounts and investments had been left untouched. An official from the embassy had been deputed to meet Miklos upon his arrival in London, and to ensure that he was introduced to the appropriate authorities, before escorting him to his hotel. Miklos was not unknown in England; during his years in politics his name had often attracted as much notoriety as bemused approval. And now the circumstances of his departure from his native land were of considerable interest to many. Miklos gave interviews to the leading newspapers, answered questions, and allowed photographs to be taken. When he was left alone at last in his suite, he unwrapped the small parcel that had been left for him, taking out the key and turning it over, wiping it with his handkerchief before attaching it to the chain he always carried with him. The next afternoon Miklos opened the front door of his house in Turnham Park as if he had lived there for many years and had merely returned home after a short holiday or from work early. 

 

*   *   *

 

The life of Turnham Park’s little bohemian set orbited, in an intricate dance, around three places of illumination and nourishment. There were the Park Tavern, the West View Tea Shop, and the Community Institute. The Community Institute was a bulky red-brick structure built in a free and relaxed gothic style. There was an echoing timber-roofed hall with numerous meeting and other rooms attached to it. Standing behind an immaculate stretch of lawn and flowerbeds, and shaded by several old elms, the Community Institute had a distinctly ecclesiastical appearance, although any connection with any church or other religious organisation was forbidden by the Institute’s rules, which were rigorously enforced. In any case, the Rector of St. Jude’s Church and the Minister of the Turnham Park Free Congregation were both active members of the Management Committee. 

Although Miklos did not attend services at either church, he was well-known to their members and clergy, and so to the Institute’s Management Committee. It was Richards who had finally talked him into it. The Committee had arranged a series of talks on the “Current and Future European Situation” and wanted Miklos to contribute. At first he had expressed doubts—not about his ability or the value of what he would say—but as to how advisable his taking part would be. He told Richards that he was a guest in the country. He didn’t want to take the risk of saying anything—even inadvertently—that could offend the Royal Dictatorship at home, and give it cause to make difficulties for him with the British Government. But when the news came that Artur Ozera had been assassinated in the street outside his house, and, despite official denials, there was clear evidence that the King and his senior ministers knew about it, Miklos changed his mind and agreed to speak at the last of the series of talks. 

Except for the talk given by H.G. Wells, Miklos’s contribution to the series was by far the best attended. It wasn’t every day that a hall in a London suburb could boast an ex-Prime Minister. Miklos’s feelings of outrage and disgust over the death of the man who had been not only his trusted political friend and colleague, but also one of his closest relatives, hadn’t left him, and he left the audience filling the hall in no doubt about that. But towards the end of his allotted time Miklos departed from his carefully prepared text. “In my country the Government is now in the hands of the palace camarilla that surrounds the King like a poisonous miasma. And the King himself is the main source of the infection, and approves and encourages it. He and they are unaccountable and, for the present at least, unassailable. Ladies and Gentlemen: I, and many of us, live here in this sunny and safe suburb; and I had come to think that I may very well have to live out the rest of my days in it. Now it seems that there is no prospect of returning to the country I love above all others—and I have to say that even in the light of my tremendous gratitude to the British Government and the people of Great Britain for welcoming me here and allowing me to live among you. Perhaps my life will be taken from me now, by, as it were, the long arm of the camarilla reaching out and beating me down. So be it. I want to live, and I celebrate life, here; but I can say to you that I also have no terrors in dying for my country, at whichever time and by whatever agency.”

Miklos had given Richards a copy of his text as a favour, but even as he spoke, the journalist had jotted down Miklos’s closing words in shorthand. The account published in his newspaper thus contained what Miklos had actually said to his audience. When he read Richards’s account and the quotations he had used, Miklos realised that he might be more of a prophet than he thought possible. Even so, he began to take precautions. Before going to bed he checked and double-checked that all doors and windows were locked and secure. He started to take extra care when he left his house, looking around him for signs of any unusual activity that might have taken place. When he was out and about he tried to observe the faces of the people he passed in the street, and to remember them. He kept his distance from anyone he didn’t know. But above all, Miklos did everything he could to ensure that meetings with his circle of friends were not disrupted, or any of them exposed to danger. 

First of all Miklos took Richards into his confidence. Then, one damp and misty evening when the little group sat in their accustomed places in the Park Tavern, he told them plainly what he thought the possibilities could be, and the consequences. There was quiet but sincere indignation. Miklos’s friends were troubled that one of their number could feel himself to be in such danger. There was talk about asking for police protection or employing a bodyguard. But Miklos thanked them for their concern and reassured them, asking only that they tell him if anyone were to make enquiries about him, his daily routines or whereabouts. “One more thing, gentlemen,” Miklos said. “I do also have this.” He pulled a small pistol out from inside his jacket. “And I can assure you that my possession of this weapon is fully legal!”

Miklos was the last to leave. He drained his glass and stood up to reach for his overcoat and hat where they hung on a convenient hook. Coins jingled in his pocket as he moved. Miklos found two half crowns and a silver coin of King Stefan. For a moment he stood still, smiling; then, in the fading firelight of the bar, as nobody was looking, he began to juggle with the three coins. For a few moments his movements were sure, and the coins flew, circling from hand to hand. Then Miklos was distracted by a slight cough from the shadows, and the spell was broken. The two half crowns ended up in the same hand, while the other coin hit the edge of the table and fell onto the floor, rolling away into the gloom. Miklos was unwilling to lose the coin, and immediately knelt down and began to search for it, feeling around under the table. He saw the glint of silver, and reached for it. As he stood up again, he weighed the coin in his palm. Something was wrong. He held up the coin to examine it better in the dying light of the fire, and saw the sharp and as yet unworn profile of King Marius.

“This one’s yours,” the voice said. “Here.” A tall man loomed out of the near darkness, and held out Miklos’s coin. “And you can keep that new one, Mr. Miklos.”

“Who are you?” Miklos whispered. “The serpent?”

 

*   *   *

 

They sat in Miklos’s study, sipping plum brandy. The stranger had brought a bottle of an exclusive and expensive brand with him from the capital. 

“I think I heard you say ‘serpent’ earlier on,” he said. “What did you mean? Mr. Miklos, this place is not Eden, surely? I would’ve thought that the mountains and high woods and steep valleys of your home province would be your Eden.”

Miklos did not reply. His visitor paused before speaking again. 

“You need not be banned from it. Artur Ozera sent me. I regret that I have only just been able to carry out his commission and come to you.” Again he paused.

“Please tell me who you really are before you continue,” Miklos said softly. “I will do you the courtesy of hearing you out, whoever you are and whatever you want.” Miklos plucked the new silver coin from his pocket and placed it on the table between him and his guest. He turned the coin over, hiding King Marius’s head. The coat of arms of his country glinted in the lamplight. 

“My name is not important. If your contacts are still loyal, you can find out easily enough. But there’s really no need for you to bother. As I said, Artur Ozera sent me. The King wishes you to return. His Majesty will reinstate you. You know that General Pitu is gaining influence in the country and over the King. You must know that unless he can name you as Prime Minister, the time will shortly come when he must name General Pitu. You are the only man with the authority to stand up to the General. Either you return as Prime Minister or Pitu will take over the Government. He might even overthrow the King and rule through Prince Andreas.”

“Andreas is not yet fifteen!”

“Precisely. There will need to be a Council of Regency. Pitu will be Chairman and dominate it. The Prince will have to sign whatever Pitu tells him to. Pitu will rule—”

Miklos slammed his glass down on the table, slopping plum brandy onto the surface. “I said I would hear you out, but I cannot listen to this!” he shouted. He made a calming gesture with his right hand. “No, no, Mr. Anonymous, no-one can hear—we are alone. Now listen to me. Artur Ozera would never have done what you say. I know—knew—him too well. Ozera is the only man who could have done what you propose, if he hadn’t been murdered. Tell me, did you shoot him? Was it you? And will you kill me too, if I do not give you the answer Marius wants to hear? Or will you commit another murder anyway? Or is it actually Pitu who sent you?”

The stranger sighed. “I will answer your questions. I speak for His Majesty the King. I make you a genuine offer from him. I was not the man who shot Artur Ozera—but I could be the man to shoot you, yes. I will return at eight o’clock tomorrow night. I will expect your answer. You should not leave this house in the meantime. Depending on what your answer is, I will decide on what must be done. Both our lives are involved, Mr. Miklos. Good night.”

 

*   *   *

 

Miklos’s visitor had left the bottle of plum brandy on the table. Miklos smiled wryly as he poured himself another glass. He took out his worn leather purse and placed its contents on the table. Then he opened a drawer in his desk and removed a small velvet bag. A shiny metallic stream poured out onto the table next to the silver already there. Miklos picked out five coins and started to juggle them, as if in a trance. He continued without a break or error for several minutes. Then he stopped and laid out all the coins on the table, shuffling them around until he created the right shape. He put the new coin in the middle of the pattern. He groaned as he saw that King Marius’s profile was facing upwards, but he left the coin as it was and turned the others face down. Finally Miklos gathered together all the British silver coins he could find, and surrounded the others with a ring of florins and half crowns. He drank another glass of plum brandy. For a moment he wondered if the bottle was left behind because something had been added to it while he wasn’t looking. 

The study grew dim as the fire faded. Miklos got up to switch on more lamps, but decided to light candles instead. The fire and candlelight lent the tarnished silver candlesticks a dull radiance while the coins laid out on the table glittered and glinted in the flickering flames. Miklos sat back, gazing at the silver coins spread out in front of him. Eventually the great shape he had made started to absorb all his sight and attention. To him the shapes and forms on the coins flowed and merged. Miklos heard the voices of King Stefan and King Marius; he recalled the encouraging words that King Stefan’s father, Mihail II, had graciously addressed to him in his quavering voice when he had been a child. The silver shapes waxed and waned like phases of the moon, but the form endured and deep within silver remained constant. The very invocation of the pale metal, proving worthy of trust and true to form, entered into the stamped and shaped shields and devices—and passive was transformed into active. Warm air shimmered and the shadows grew darker. And in the room Miklos closed his eyes and did not move. 

 

*   *   *

 

It was Richards’s newspaper that broke the story first. Overnight, events had moved swiftly. A coup had taken place in the capital city of Miklos’s country. King Marius’s Royal Dictatorship had been overthrown by General Pitu, who had declared himself Leader and sent the King into exile. Marius had been flown out of the country just before dawn. Pitu confirmed his own and his new Government’s unconditional loyalty to King Andreas. 

As the sun rose over Fleet Street, Richards hastened westwards to see Miklos. Further details of the coup had been received over the wires. “I knew Salazar would take Marius in,” the journalist said to himself as his taxi sped towards Hammersmith. But no announcement had yet been made about Eduard Miklos and his possible return from exile. Richards dismissed the taxi and walked up to the front door of Miklos’s house. The paved footpath was damp and in shadow; the lawn was covered in dew. Red roofs and walls glowed in the rising sun. Richards rang the bell and waited. After a few minutes he walked around the side of the house to where the French windows of Miklos’s study opened onto a small patio. The metal handle was cold and covered in dew, but Richards pushed it down, and the door opened. 

“Hello? Mr. Miklos? Are you there? It’s me, Richards.”

There was no reply. The house seemed to be empty. Richards found no sign of Miklos, and no sign that he had gone out or been forced to leave. When the police came, the inspector in charge asked about the blank silver disks scattered across the table next to the empty bottle of plum brandy and expired candles. Richards said that he couldn’t explain them. But before the police arrived he had noticed one other object on the table, which he had gently wrapped in a piece of dark green velvet before slipping it into his coat pocket. Now he felt it pulling the fabric down—the burden of the tiny silver figure of Eduard Miklos. It was utterly lifelike, perfectly reproducing every detail of Miklos’s clothing and appearance. Richards thought it was strange that Miklos had never mentioned the statuette or shown it to him. 

Later Richards returned to the newspaper office to start work on his story. Even as he wrote, more news from Miklos’s country began to come through. He thought about the politician. As the day wore on, the situation continued to develop, and journalist found he had a great many more things to think about. 
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"The islands secreted themselves at the back of my mind…" — from "Out to Sea"






 Mark Valentine: In many of your stories, there is a relationship between physical places, often obscure and remote, and mental landscapes. How do you see these outer and inner worlds connecting?


 John Howard: I’m not at all sure I know how they connect, only that they do connect. I was brought up in the Chilterns and early on came to value the landscapes I found and wandered around in. In my free time, whether at home or somewhere else, I am usually content just to wander around, keeping my eyes open and seeing where my feet lead me to. Perhaps physical landscapes—whether real or approximations of real ones described at a “slant”—help to anchor the mental landscapes and generate in each story a sense of place (and time) that gives authenticity. I like both inner and outer worlds to be thoroughly lived-in.





 MV: This approach is particularly significant in “Time and the City”, where imagination seems to be actually creating a city. Do you see some strong affinities between architecture and literature?


 JH: I’m sure there can be. For example it’s possible to talk of “constructing” a story, or “building” a world, and so on. Stories can be flung up overnight or take a long time to assemble, and painfully. And in some stories it is possible to remove something, bringing it crashing down, while others never get off the ground because the foundations are inadequate or haven’t been provided.


There are plenty of buildings and architectural references and themes in my stories (and one or two even have architects as characters). I am very interested in architecture—especially Art Deco and the “International Style”—and, like most writers, sometimes include my interests in my fiction.




"He was even prepared for some inevitable shadow" — from "The Way of the Sun"



 MV: It seems to me that your stories often have a delicate balance between light and shade, both as description and as metaphor. Is one of your interests in depicting how your characters work through such inevitable changes?


 JH: Another memory from childhood and adolescence is noticing how the shadow moved across the brick wall of the house at the end of the terrace opposite, and how it was different at different times of the year. I find the interplay and movement of sunlight and shadow to be sensuous and endlessly fascinating—as well as being ultimately depressing, because it is a visible manifestation of the passage of time and the fact that nothing lasts. In the long run nothing can be done (or written) against the fall of night.


I think that’s true with many of my characters, even though I don’t give it much if any thought while actually writing. Some of my main characters are rather nasty people, but I also hope I give an idea of why that is: why they have their personal mixtures of light and shadow. Life-changing and traumatic events could well cast their shadows. For me a wholly bad character (while almost certainly more glamorous) would be as pointless as a wholly good one. It’s the ambiguity, the interplay and contrasts of light and shadow, that make someone interesting and vulnerable. Both metaphorically and in physical description and appearance shadows help to make the flat into the three-dimensional.


 MV: There’s another contrast, in “The High Places”, where the artist Averill puts his work at the service of preserving ancient churches. Yet there’s also a keen respect for modernist buildings in your fiction. Is exploring the tension between “ancient and modern” also one of your concerns?


 JH: I think this tension certainly is one of my main concerns, although again I don’t consciously think about it when writing. I think there can be too much reverence for what is old, and not enough for what is more recent—which isn’t of course necessarily to approve the opposite stance. In architecture I like and revere what I consider to be (for example) such things as beautiful, practical, and honest—which could be ancient, modern, or from any period in between! I also respect magnificent failures—so long as there was vision and good intentions. In Birmingham the great 1970s Central Library building is due for demolition—and sometimes this vandalism seems to be excused because of the fine Victorian building it replaced. Well, we do things differently now, and that wouldn’t happen. But there are far more fine Victorian buildings still surviving in Birmingham than fine modernist (or “brutalist”) ones surviving.


 MV: And as with the environment, so with society? In the lost garden of “Wandering Paths”, “It dawned on him that there were many pedestals without statues, and yet they stood sentinel at the intersections of paths…” Some of your stories are about times and places where the old order has gone but its relics persist, and there are difficult choices ahead. Do such cusps in history draw your interest too?


 JH: Very much so. Those periods show humanity and its best and worst, and can give rise to great creativity. I find it takes a great effort to imagine what someone must feel whose country and all its institutions and even place names have vanished. It’s also endlessly fascinating, particularly as it is someone else who has experienced it—been through the uncertainty and suffering. And yet it’s still happening, as after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the rending-apart of Yugoslavia by its own people (and led by some of its own rulers). I certainly don’t want to sound like someone who believes things are only getting worse, and they were better in the past. I don’t believe that. But over the passage of time, whether catastrophic events intervene or not, some good things are inevitably lost, and missed. Even little and apparently insignificant things. Fiction can be a way of remembering while also still speculating.


 MV: “A Gift for the Emperor” perhaps presages the passing of a great house, and a wider tragedy too, waiting in the wings. Yet it is mostly about duty, reticence and loyalty, even to what may prove unworthy. Those might be thought “old-fashioned” qualities. Are they, in your stories, amongst the lost good things: and are you inviting readers to reconsider them?


 JH: Yes, I think they are qualities often seen as old-fashioned, and often no longer practised (although whether loyalty to the “unworthy” is a quality worth preserving is an open question). I don’t think I was consciously inviting readers to reconsider them, but if anyone does so that’s fine by me! I intend to return to the great house of Ziellenstein (with Thorsten and the von Stern family) at some point or points in the future.


 MV: And as to “insignificant things”, you seem to make particular use in your stories of the tokens of civilisation—the everyday objects we take for granted, such as stamps, coins, letters—and they often come to seem like talismans. In the story “Into an Empire”, especially, they are imbued with intense meaning, “like offerings to an unknown divinity”. What do they symbolise for you—a strange beauty, lost order, forgotten time?


 JH: As time passes I realise that I’ve taken (and still take) too much for granted. Stamps and coins, for example, are so commonplace that when I remember the changes in them, even in my lifetime, I think of all the changes that symbolises, and so they do achieve a sort of “talismanic” status. Coins especially have “seen” people and places and might be said to somehow take into themselves their varied journeys and transactions. I think these ideas are irresistible and ideal material for stories. We are surrounded by tokens of people and events outside ourselves—everything and everybody that isn’t me—they come from somewhere, and if we let them go again, they pass to somewhere else, neither of which can be known with certainty. I’ve come to like to consider (and sometimes keep, or buy and keep) a selection of these talismans. Each time I can’t help thinking that I might not get the chance again, and if I can keep any for myself, something of them might “rub off” on me (literally with coins) and let me into their worlds, pass something on to me, even if only for a moment.


 MV: Yes, there’s often a sense of loss in your stories, and not just of objects. Quite a few of your characters—for example, both the younger and older figures in “ ‘Where Once I Did My Love Beguile’ ”—are really on a quest for something else. What are your characters seeking?


 JH: I have no idea. When one of them finds out and tells me, I’ll let you know! My characters tend to do what they like, regardless of what I think. Seriously, and if I can speak for them, maybe it’s the journey (quest, experience of living or enduring life, and so on) that’s important, rather than any fulfilment or destination.


 MV: In some of your stories, the main characters face different sorts of exile: in “Silver on Green”, the statesman Eduard Miklos has been banished from the country he once led; in “Winter’s Traces”, the composer William Winter is in exile from his music. Do you see forms of exile as inevitable to us all?


 JH: I suppose it all depends on what you mean by “exile”, but no, I don’t see it as inevitable. However—and I can of course only speak for myself—I have always felt something of an outsider, if not an exile. The exile would be from the time of childhood and youth before the responsibilities of adulthood, work, relationships, etc. took over. My childhood and youth were not idyllic, but they weren’t bad either—except for the one truly terrible event of my mother dying when I was fifteen. Perhaps that is the main reason for the themes of exile and loss in my work. And yet, on the other side, I wouldn’t have known my stepmother and stepbrother and stepsister if things had been different, more “normal”. But from my teens I knew that what seems to be stable and permanent can be overthrown in a moment. Possession of someone and being possessed by them, or possessing something, is short-lived, while loss so often seems to be the default position.


I have also always felt something of an exile in space: not having lived for thirty years in the places where I was born or brought up. But again, I like where I live now and “you can’t go home again”. Oops, I’ve talked more about myself rather than answering your question…


 MV: I haven’t so far asked about the supernatural or fantastic in your fiction: that’s because these are so subtly interwoven with the wider themes we’ve been exploring. But they are definitely still there. Is a sense of the strange or unearthly important to your writing?


 JH: Certainly. I don’t believe in the “supernatural” but the world is such a strange place that it would take an effort to write about something impinging on the world from outside, if I were to use that sort of language in describing and defining the supernatural. I’m much happier thinking about the “strange” and “unearthly” in terms of the “other”. (All of this probably allows for a more “orthodox” supernatural too.) The other is what isn’t me, and so everything is wide open. I also like the “numinous”—something which you are very good at invoking in your fiction—Rudolf Otto’s “mysterium tremendum et fascinans”. Writers like Machen and Blackwood also invoke it in their best work. A touch of that is enough for me!
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Carden in Capaea

from Selected Stories

Mark Valentine



CARDEN DREW DOWN THE black blinds against the grey light of a rainy noon, and switched on the light-machine. While it wheezed into life, he caught up a richly woven cushion, with its scarlet swirls and golden interlacings, and struck it a few times. Dust escaped and became illuminated in the beam. He coughed and at once made a strange gesture with his left hand, not covering his mouth, but reaching out, then closing his fist. 

“Capaean dust,” he said, “caught in the market-place. Well now, what colour do you see?” he asked, pointing to the radiant motes.

There was a brief silence while we wondered what he meant. Then: “White”; “A sort of silver”; “Pale yellow”, we variously offered. He nodded. 

“Right. But aren’t those the colours of the lantern’s rays, rather than the dust? Now, watch if you will, this. Here, I am taught how to say the Capaean colours: and they try to teach me something else too, which I do not catch. This is Ezsenc.”

On the screen, an old man, grinning through an ash- grey moustache, and wearing a white embroidered smock and vivid green pantaloons, held up his hand and spoke rapidly. The syllables were like nothing I had heard and I could see from my immediate companions’ intent attitudes that they were unfamiliar to them as well, though we all had achievements in philology to our credit. Now, Ezsenc pointed to his shirt and slowly enunciated a word, which he followed with what must evidently be an explanation. Then he gestured to his trousers, gave out another word, and again there came more words afterwards. 

There was a pause, and he waved his hands as if dismissing all that. Then he picked up from by his side a fat flask and held it up so that the sun, unseen, glinted in its glass, which was of a gamboge colour. He unstoppered it, then, holding it away, shook out carefully a few trickles of the water—or was it spirit?—within. Something precious, certainly. Staring now solemnly straight at the observer, he shrugged, and flickered his fingers, then angled his starkly shaped head. Knowing nothing of his old, and dying, language, I still felt his meaning, prompted by Carden’s introduction, might be caught. He was saying, perhaps, “these (his clothes) have a colour: but what colour is this?”

The lantern blinked, and then transferred its gaze to a different scene. It came to rest on a censer in dimly seen chased silver, where it rested in a candle-lit stone niche. Fumes emanated slowly from it in graceful, trancing spirals. For a moment, as I sat on the hard chair in the bare hall, with its faint hint of disinfectant, it was as if the scent from this thurible had been transported to us, and the residue of cleaning fluid replaced with its rich, elusive essence of spices. The machine shifted itself again and an even older man, with a face of palimpsest, and wearing a long terracotta-hued garment, pointed first to his gown, and uttered a word, and then to the darkness that enfolded him, and then to the very faintly seen smoke. “He is Reflik, a sort of priest,” Carden explained.

The priest uttered a short interrogatory word and his eyebrows, luxuriantly peppery, couched a question at us: then he lay his hand upon his chest and swayed gently forward slightly. 

“What is he conveying there, Carden?” Latimer asked.

“I could not really tell. I thought at first it was: ‘Upon my heart, I do not know what colour you would call these’. But later, I supposed it might be: ‘I have the words within’. And since then I have imagined a third possibility: he is saying, perhaps, ‘I am like that colour too, whatever it is’.”

Latimer adjusted his heavy spectacles. “Colour—or quality? Water and smoke—both, things one cannot grasp.”

“Yes, that could be so,” Carden conceded, “Yet it seemed to me that what they were trying to describe to me could be both a sort of colour, and a quality. There’s just one more, and then I’ll tell you how I came to encounter this. Excuse me…”

A further coughing fit possessed him, and he made again the quick stretching and seizing gesture. When he had recovered, he noticed us eyeing him. “I haven’t got out of the habit yet,” he explained. “That’s how the Capaeans do it. The place is full of marsh fevers, and they’re always spluttering. When they do, they reach out to steal back the breath they’ve shed.”

“This is a Capaean boy, I did not take his name.”

The youth, in white robes, watched with laughing approval by a coven of elders, took his turn in front of the camera. He had skin the complex, subtle, colour of ripe figs, with their same bloom too: and against this flesh there shone in mischief startlingly blue eyes, which were reflected in a bright blue kerchief, the only dash of colour against the brilliant light of his tunic. He pointed to this long piece of cloth, said a word, enjoying it upon his tongue: and then, squatting upon the ground, he plucked a stalk of bearded grass. He held this up, like a street conjurer, and then carefully inserted the fine nail of a forefinger into the stem, separating the green strands within. Looking up, he lifted high the finger and watched a bead of sap trickle down the taut flesh, before he quickly dipped his head, lapped up the moisture and returned his gaze ahead, a riddling twist to the corners of his mouth. The lantern’s image faltered once more, and he was removed from us.

 

Carden, in gloom to one side of the projected light, seemed caught in thought for some moments. Then he recovered himself, switched off the machine and raised the lights in the hall. We took this as a signal to stir and shift in our chairs. 

He stood before us, slight of figure, his sharp-featured face slightly softened by pale stubble, but still looking rather drawn. 

“When I went to study the Capaeans,” he resumed, “I was warned in Istanbul—warned that they would be hospitable, courteous, and compliant—but would smilingly tell me nothing. It did indeed take many months to learn anything from them. At first, they would not directly share any words of their language, but spoke to me only in the official tongue, as they do with all strangers and outsiders. They are a people—perhaps just four thousand of them now, and somewhat dispersed too—who have survived the centuries by what I would call a punctilious outward assimilation. One might say, they have never insisted upon themselves. Thus, it has been said, they have no history: they are a ghost people, glimpsed in the curt accounts of their overlords, of no consequence, willing homage-givers to whoever their patrons might happen to be—Persians, Tatars, Assassin lords, Ottomans, Russians. Three things, I think, have held them together still: their language, which they keep to themselves; certain subtle variations in the practice of whatever faith they have had to adopt; and a third thing, more difficult to distil, which I have tried to illustrate here; a knowledge of some kind.”

He broke off to cough again, his hand barely keeping up with the fierce exhalations.

“As I say, they were reluctant to share any of these. But after a time, I started to pick up Capaean in a sly way. The men are very fond of a dice game, which I believe they would play all day if they could, in the cafés and taverns. By watching them from a nearby table in the hushed cool of the late evening, I began to see what the rules might be and I asked, much to their astonishment, if I might join in. They play for small stakes, you know, and the chance to rook an intruder vied in them with what I must call a certain natural gallantry that made them reluctant to have too vast an advantage over me. So they compromised with their consciences, and took time to explain the rules more. And it turned out, of course, that since this was a Capaean game, all its throws and scores and other special terms of art were in their own tongue. And that was how I first insinuated myself into the mystery of their near-lost language.”

“Well, I can tell you, as I’m sure some of you discerned,” (here he was being indulgent, since none of us had his specialist understanding of the vocabularies in the Black Sea region), “that it has some distant affinity with Georgian, but it is not, not by any means, as the Tbilisi scholars would claim, merely an archaic dialect of that. And one of the special things about it, one of the things I liked, is this idea they have of—of, well, let me explain it this way. They have a word in the dice game for the throw that comes from nowhere, the least expected cast, one that shifts the run of the game decisively away from where it was. I thought at first this word was just the equivalent of our “chance”, or even that coy phrase “lady luck”. But it is not so: to them, this sort of turn in fortune is more like a breath upon the dice, a gust of the unseen. When it happened, the usual amicable chatter and banter would halt: then one of them would say it, softly, though it seemed to me semi-reluctantly. The first time I barely heard it and they passed on: but when it happened again, I persisted, and pretended to get annoyed that they were hiding some secret rule or trick from me: and so then, they did try to explain it, and saw that I was lost, and we proceeded by analogy, and so led on to talk of the things that have colour, the things of this world, and the things that have no colour that can be known.”

 

Carden then said more about the culture of the Capaeans, and demonstrated to us phrases in their language. He asked, what we all ask ourselves, what was the point of his work: why try to learn and preserve just one among the hundreds of dying tongues in the world? Then he became quite lyrical.

 

“The language we have surely sets limits to what we perceive, doesn’t it? I have known races that had terms for the finest gradations of things that to the West are all alike: it is a wonder to listen, for example, to the Marmorean fisherman talk on sea-currents, or to the Red Delta people on the flights and migrations of water-birds, or the Almarack goatherds on the ways of the winds upon their mountains. Every single lost word, I sometimes think, is a lost chance of understanding the world that others can see.”

 

As people made their departures, the plump, roseate Wharton, who never ventures beyond the regions of the Romance languages (“go wherever they have fourteen words for siesta and twenty-two for how to drink wine, my boy,” he once boomed at me), came up to Carden, solicitiously.  

“I like all that talk of a colour which is not, Carden. Very intriguing. No such stuff among the Latins, you know. Though it reminds me of certain terms in Zarphatic—things the Provencal Jews tried to convey, that they had seen in Carcassone or Arles. But—here now, your own colour, Carden, is positively grim. Go and see the lab boys in Tropicals, do—you’ve picked up more than Caspian dust, I think.”

It was typical of him to mis-remember, so soon, where Carden had been: but I thought his advice was good, and I certainly shared his concern.

 

Carden had signalled to me during the concluding chatter at the end of the lecture, and I lingered until I was the last left. We had known each other for what seemed many years. I can’t say exactly what first drew us toward one another. We both worked on the edges of things—I in the Baltic and the peri-Arctic, he in the Bosphorus and the Black Sea littorals. And in languages that formed no part of the great tree from which most others grew. But I don’t suppose that was all. Sometimes there is just an affinity, and that is all that can be said. 

“There’s something more I wanted to share with you,” he explained, smiling, and I strode beside his lean form through the hesitant rain towards his quarters. Above us, the clouds were a mingling of smeared grey and stained white, like tapestries of wet ash, all but for one chance burst of blue they had not yet covered. Since Carden was seldom in England, he did not need much to live in here, and had what was called a garden room at the back of a somewhat distressed late-Georgian house in a decaying square. That one room, with paned doors looking out onto a narrow walled wilderness, served as his study, library, living-room and bedroom, for a great leather couch occupied its centre, positioned so that it faced the doors, to the wild retreat beyond. A shelf and a chest held carved boxes, bronze candlesticks, a serrated dagger, and a grinning mask, gifts from the peoples he’d visited.

He dropped into the piled cushions on his couch, releasing much dust, and coughed repeatedly, all the while gesturing as he had said the Capaeans do: a swift opening of the fingers, then a quick gripping. Recovering a little, he motioned me to a threadbare red armchair. 

“I want you to know. Wharton’s warning is too late. It was well-meant, but they’ve already looked at me, and don’t know what they can do. Whatever it is, it is new to them. Not a disease they know: not one they’ve trapped and labelled. So I’m simply waiting.”

I stared at him, mute. I was taken aback by his fatalism, not sure just what he meant when he was said he was only waiting. I whispered and gestured to him to rest and be quiet, but he shook his head. 

“There’s more I want to say. When I had been there a few weeks and had gone out to their farthest villages to find the words that might be the oldest of all, I did get taken by their marsh fevers. You see, of course, they occupy marginal land: whatever nobody else wants. There’s just tough husks of juiceless grass—useless for anything—and stagnant pools of black water, and a few crabby trees, for miles. Here I wandered too long, I admit. I had it bad for five days or more, I’m not sure, and, as you see, I haven’t thrown it off yet. They brought me to one of their reed-thatched wooden huts, and the boy Drustann—you saw him on the film—came to tend to me, overseen by the women and sometimes an elder. My sight was very wobbly. I would see them approach, vaguely, in blurred silhouette, with a drink, or broth, or to wave fumigations over me, and I would accept gratefully, and then I would not see them go. They would just dissolve back into the dimness—or somehow into me, I was not sure which. Imagine someone bending over your bed, their shadow cast by the constant lamp suddenly darkening your eyes, and then the feeling that this shadow of theirs was exactly matching itself to your own form.”

“When I could at last get up and walk, with the boy’s help, I was still terribly weakened. And light-headed. Funny phrase, isn’t it? But it’s right. I felt as if all the rest of my body was barely there. And freed from that burden, I had the sense I could, if I tried, move simply by dissolving myself, as if I were just a force or an impulse and nothing more. I rested on a fallen tree trunk and put my sight to the horizon and felt this sudden lunge as if I could, if I wanted, just go where my gaze went.”

“All the effect of the fever, of course,” I put in.

There was a silence, broken only by the beat of the rain, which had become more rapid.

“You know the most curious thing about the Capaeans?” he continued. “It isn’t by any means unique to them, that I know. Old fat Wharton was right about the Zarphatics, and I dare say you’ve seen it in Lithuania or Karelia too. It’s the way they’ve survived by somehow not being there—do you know what I mean? No matter what conqueror swept over them, no matter what faith, or—or fealty—they were required to adopt—they would later be found again, still with what was theirs. It is as if they had the ability to fade away when the enemy came. I don’t mean like partisans, carrying on the struggle in the hills or whatever. I mean, they had the ability to disappear, though they were also all the while under their assailant’s rule.”

“You saw that they introduced me to some idea they had about dust, water, smoke, sap. And they seemed to ask in each case: “what is it?” Well, do you know what was the most frustrating thing of all? Sometimes they made as if to show me other things of the same kind, and ask the same question: “what is it?” Drustann, for example, did it all the time. But I couldn’t see what they, or he, meant. And I didn’t know if they were jesting or in earnest. But it made me wonder if they might be a people who have the same perception of the elusive as those others, those who see far more of the seas, the birds or the winds. I have to get back there to find out more, you know. This other thing, whatever it is, keeps calling me. Sometimes at night I dream I am there. I shall go back.”

The room had darkened and there was a white sweat glinting upon his forehead and cheeks. I handed him a bright blue piece of rag from where it had dropped by his side, and he held it to his flesh.

I was put in mind of a question, which I aimed at him as lightly as I could. “So the young man was called Drustann, was he? You couldn’t name him when you showed the film. He must have been very devoted.”

“Yes. Yes, his name, er, eluded me for a moment then.” Or, I thought, he did not want to give it then. What isn’t named, isn’t known—was that what he had said? 

 

He sank back and resumed coughing and making his catching gesture—catching, but not, I noticed, clutching this time, as he had before. I asked him what I could do, but he just stared at me as if from another’s eyes. 

A short while after, so as not to tire him further, I left. His prematurely paled hair lay flat upon his sharply-whetted skull, and his eyes were deep and dark in their sockets. I stood upon the doorstep, looking back into his room, at the worn books, bare furniture, unlit fireplace, wooden shelf with its ancient strange things from the far lands he’d seen, and at the brief bright blaze of blue that lay beside him. Then I went out into the wild garden, with its damp dank slabs of stone, dressed in bright moss, and its blue wicket gate beaded with rain drops. I was trying to remember all I could of our conversation, especially exactly what he’d said about how we limit what we discern by the things we can name. And I gazed back again at his glazed garden doors, as if this might help me remember. But, what with the quickening rain, and the gathering dusk, there was nothing to be known beyond, except flickering shadow and uncertain shapes: or, nothing I could name. 
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An Interview with Mark Valentine


Conducted by John Kenny, © October 2012




John Kenny: In your new collection, Selected Stories, due out soon from Swan River Press, you demonstrate a certain fascination with a very particular time: the first two decades of the 20th century. What drew you to this period?

Mark Valentine: A lot of the stories are set in the aftermath of the First World War. It was a time when empires ended, nations were made and unmade, faiths were shaken, many people were refugees, exiles, wounded, bereaved, uprooted. In some of the stories I try to convey aspects of that vast upheaval through incidents in the lives of individuals. And to show that, despite it all, certain human values and visions persisted.

JK: It was certainly a period of rapid change. In many ways, the First World War marked the end of the old world and the dawning of the modern world. Perhaps, then, this is the perfect period for your stories, given their subject matter.

MV: Yes, and another reason I have been drawn to the interwar period is that it saw the emergence of what we might loosely call the Central European tradition in fantastic literature. Until recently, this had been largely overlooked in English-speaking circles. But there has been a new interest in such authors as Gustav Meyrink, Bruno Schulz and Leo Perutz, and others from interwar Central Europe, who have a distinctive set of ideas and themes, which I think are worth pursuing.

JK: You've managed to capture the style of writers working at that time. Apart from the authors you've mentioned, who influenced you in the writing of the stories included in this collection and generally?

MV: Well, my earliest stories in the field were nearly all about my aesthetical occult detective, The Connoisseur. And they were a result of my reading in the "decadent" writers of the Eighteen-Nineties, and the vintage late-Victorian and Edwardian writers of supernatural horror, such as Machen, Hodgson, Shiel and de la Mare. I originally wrote essentially for friends, in the small press - such as Jeff Dempsey and David Cowperthwaite of Dark Dreams magazine, or Colin Langeveld of The Doppelganger Broadsheet. I still really relish the sort of traditional ghost story that typically starts off with one or two characters settling in to a strange old house that has remained mysteriously empty for months, and has a suspiciously low rent… 

JK: In stories such as "The Walled Garden on the Bosphorus", "Carden in Capea" and "The Amber Cigarette", you touch on that concept of the fundamental unknowability of the cosmos that Lovecraft was fond of exploring. Can you tell us a little about the origins of those stories?

MV: The first of these began with a sentence or two in Orhan Pamuk's book on Istanbul, which mentioned gardens leading down to the Bosphoros. He says very little, but the image set me thinking about what they would be like, and who would be in them, and what might have changed through the city's history. I had also been reading of the fraught period when refugees from the Russian civil war flooded into the city, at the same time as the Ottoman Empire itself was being dismantled by the Allies. All this seemed an appropriate background for a character entranced, as I am, by outré heresies and Gnostic myths. Most of those mentioned in the story are genuine, with only one half-invented.

"Carden in Capea" reflects an interest in vanishing languages and the inexpressible, or barely expressible.

"The Amber Cigarette" was an attempt to emulate Machen's Ornaments in Jade. I suppose all of these stories are about a search for something other.

JK: Yes, I do find those outré heresies and Gnostic myths fascinating myself. Is it just the sheer strangeness of them that appeals to you? Or do you think there are nuggets of wisdom to be gleaned from them? And do you think they simply had their time or were they driven to extinction?

MV: Well, I've always been attracted by the edges and hidden byways of things rather than the mainstream. I mistrust popular or majority tastes or prejudices in virtually every sphere—not least because history shows how often they are wrong. So, yes, I do think there are nuggets to be found in even the strangest places—together with much that is simply bizarre, though entertaining. I don't think these can ever be made extinct—they just adopt different masks.

When we look back at classic authors we often see them reflect majority attitudes or beliefs that are now unacceptable. I sometimes wonder what the equivalent of those is today—which things the future will look back on and find ridiculous or repugnant. I'm hoping nationalism will be one. Quite a few of my stories in this selection are about times and places where nationalism is in question—international zones, borderlands, minorities, cosmopolitan cities.

JK: Certainly that's the case with "A Certain Power". You've captured that sense of shifting power struggles perfectly. Are the city and events in this story completely fictitious?

MV: "A Certain Power" is an alternative history story. There was a point in the Russian Civil War when the tsarist forces could well have taken St. Petersburg. Mannerheim, the forceful Finnish general, offered to assist them in return for recognition of Finnish independence (it had been a Russian province). The acting tsarist leader, Admiral Kolchak, far away in the East, refused—unwisely, as we can now see. The Whites were already on the outskirts of the city, and Finnish help would certainly have tipped the balance. My story imagines this did happen, and then what followed, with the perhaps slightly less likely outcome that St Petersburg became an international city (as happened with Danzig).

JK: Also, the historical backdrop to "The Unrest at Aachen" is vividly conveyed. Would I be right in assuming you've based this mostly on the actual lead up to the Great War?

MV: Yes, "The Unrest at Aachen" is based on actual events before the First World War. The succession to the Grand Duchy of Luxemburg was exactly as described, and the Kaiser's request to open the tomb of Charlemagne is also authentic—it was reading of this curious incident that sparked the story.

JK: Another aspect of your work is the palpable sense of place. Have you visited any of the cities you've based your stories in?

MV: I haven't been to any of the cities described in my stories, except Prague. But I do try to get the descriptions right, mostly through studying maps, memoirs and old postcards.

JK: One of my favourites in the collection is "The Bookshop in Novy Svet", primarily for the basic premise, which I think is one of the most ingenious ideas I've come across in a long time. Did the idea drop into your head fully formed or was it something you had to tease out?

MV: I think the idea for the bookshop story, set in Prague, probably came from thinking about Franz Kafka's job, which was for a workers' compensation scheme, an early form of social insurance. I perhaps also relished the challenge of trying to make something poetic and fantastical about actuarial calculations. And, taking a tip from Meyrink, I wanted to play with the thought that ideas might have a life of their own, escaping their creator.

JK: Another favourite is "The Dawn at Tzern", mainly for the gentle quality of melancholy evoked by the postmaster's clinging to the old order. I wonder if such a situation must have prevailed at the time, certainly in semi-rural areas.

MV: Yes, we're used to the idea now that all news must be instant and near-universal. But in the early 20th century even news as momentous as an Emperor's death would not travel that fast, and might not at first be quite believed. In "The Dawn at Tzern", I tried to imagine how such news would reach one of the most distant outposts of the empire and how the villagers would respond.

JK: Tell us about your editing of Wormwood. How long has it been in existence and what is its remit? And how do you balance this with your writing?

MV: Wormwood’s twentieth issue is due next year, so we must have been going almost ten years. It began because Tartarus Press (Ray Russell and Rosalie Parker) shared my thought that there were not many places for discussion of the literature of the fantastic, or the supernatural and decadent in literature. We've always tried to cover obscurer writers as well as the major names; European writers as well as those in English; and decadence as a literary form, which is quite close to the fantastic. I've been fortunate to have some excellent and loyal columnists and contributors, and publishers who do all the difficult formatting, design and publishing work, so it really hasn't felt a task for me at all, and certainly hasn't got in the way of my writing.
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