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The Music at the Beginning

Classical: hoof by hoof, beleaguered Atlas labours on Gillespie Road through drizzle that keeps off the fat September flies, with all of 1913 in its fine precipitate – Principia Mathematica, Stravinsky, Geiger counters and an escalated dread in Europe’s stomach, beading on the creature’s tan and treacle bristle; drenching it in century. Cubism and Apollinaire inform this pale-ale light, this marbled mud.

Ahead, through soaking haze, the banked filth that will be a football stadium is beetled with black raincoats and flat caps, both milling workforce and those sodden locals who’ve brought refuse as a contribution to the ground’s foundations. Similarly burdened by its coal cart heaped with three-wheeled prams and broken mangles, the great shire horse trudges up a gentle gradient, already weary from steep Highbury Hill that came before. The rumble of wood wheel against wet cobble lifts, with shouted imprecations and the shrug of shovels, into morning’s sombre orchestration.

Yawning dirt, already filling with detritus, will become the North End stand for Arsenal when the team migrates across the river from its current home at the munitions hoard of Woolwich, but of this the brute knows nothing. In that slat of sight allowed between occluding blinkers, the pit’s rim crawls closer, turned soil silvering with rivulets as workers lean on picks and spit dejectedly into the fog of rain. Hunched in a dog-damp coat atop the box, Atlas’s owner shakes reins and growls epithets to urge his equine giant onward to the overcast embankment, both half blinded by the weather in their eyes. At not yet ten o’clock, a dismal Saturday approaches its crescendo.

Flames of ache from every sinew, the imposing beast pulls to its halt in snort and shudder by the chasm’s edge, shaking its long head in refusal at a bluebottle resurgence. Barking unintelligible sounds in his harsh crow-talk, the coal merchant shins down from his perch to join the labourers around the hole in muttering discussion. Rolling tired eyes unwittingly upon their final sky, this mighty engine made from hair and haunch pisses protractedly on an already viscous mire that is the excavation’s brink. Now, from behind, there comes a clatter as the wagon’s tailboard is let down on taut diagonals of chain, then grunts and bumps as the first heavy item is unloaded. With this weight removed, the balance of the vehicle is altered slightly, nudging the exhausted animal restrained between its shafts so that it whinnies, and flicks back one ear, and takes a forward step that isn’t there.

The moment is distended, splintering to infinite gradations as a forelimb straightens, trying to correct but only gouging a wet furrow through collapsing muck. The hind hooves, shaggy fringes sharp and stiff with slop, begin an automatic backwards scramble without finding purchase and, when the inevitable slide commences, there are startles and alarms from the cart’s rear as it is stirred to creaking life. Set into motion, the unhappy clockwork of the instant plays out in slapstick mechanics: jerked from rest by Atlas in his struggle to stay upright, the high-piled conveyance trundles its advance, pushing the desperate horse ahead of it and thereby adding to a ruinous momentum. Heads turn now in the attendant crowd, suspicious frowns dissolving into gapes, and there are gasps and useless warnings audible above the worsening torrent. From a viewpoint cropped by blinkers, all of Highbury tips sideways. Iron shoes, worn to pewter, paw the saturated air and the colossus that holds up the world falls somersaulting to its grimy depths, pulls half its rusted debris down on top of him, shrieking a steam of disappointment through his velvet nose.

While older brothers run to gawp and point, those smaller children in the throng of onlookers are led home by judicious mothers heedful of what surely happens next: not one component of the steed is left intact save for the misery to put it out of, and the chances of a shotgun on Gillespie Road are slim to none. After some minutes it is over with, and the carcass’s master ruefully agrees to leave his toppled servant where it lies, as an unplanned addition to the stadium’s backfill, quickly buried under bed frames, flowerpots, fractured toilet bowls.

Eventually the raw event is turfed with time. The Archduke’s car coasts to an unexplained halt right outside the Sarajevo coffee shop, and boys in grey or khaki coats hang snagged on the barbed wire of no-man’s land. World war and Spanish flu put paid to millions, brokers inch out on to window ledges and Al Jolson informs everybody that they ain’t heard nothing yet. At Highbury, beneath the stud scars and ruled whitewash of the pitch, things fall apart in the unending night of underground, reduce to their component chemicals and are absorbed into the crew-cut green. The coal cart is long gone to atoms, with its load corroded down to ferrous meteorites, shapeless and unidentifiable. Suspended in a bottomless and worm-laced gloom amid disintegrating cartwheels, the dead legend has become a thing of secret beauty, stripped by maggots to a pearly stylisation, resting on one side, the separated bones made a mosaic of racing motion, legs outstretched as though towards some further finish line, ahead in that tight-packed jet silence.

Though there are not eyes to see, the marvellous occurrence is at first only a glint of buried ore, apparently nearby in an opaque and solid realm that has no word for distance. Nonetheless, the point of twinkling radiance continues to increase in size and definition, giving the impression that its source is far away but drawing close, approaching through dense loam and swelling to a subterranean firework as it comes. Unhurried, the unwitnessed miracle at last resolves into a flickering and animated figurine, a tiny woman drawn in strokes of coloured light, constantly getting bigger, nearer, wandering through insubstantial evening shadows that are in truth rock or clay or jagged metal. Slim and sturdy as a boy, her garment is a tunic with its blazing lines in liquid flux, continually erased and reinstated like the crayoned contours of its wearer. From above, as muffled thunder through the intervening ground, the home spectators bellow in electrified anticipation.

And now she is here, her shifting tinsel lineaments becoming first an indicated jawline, then a tentatively pencilled curl of hair. Through black and crushing tons she wanders, delicate and made from crinkling threads of phosphorous, to pause at last beside the relic champion as if in contemplation. Moments pass, and then her luminous configurations crease and bend as though she stoops, folds on to one barely suggested knee, close to the dead nag’s naked shoulder blades and the chalk hyphens of its upper spine. Dipping the hasty sketch that is her head, the half-there girl trails minimalist fingers on the bald and elongated skull before the doodle of her mouth reshapes itself and she is evidently saying something, whispering into the brittle cavity remaining from a vanished ear.

With these encouragements, the titan pulls himself together. Ribs like scattered brackets worm back to their previous positions, joints and sockets mending with a glue of new-growth cartilage, and then, though comprehensively entombed and despite some initial clumsiness, the prostrate skeleton stands up. Albeit muted by some several feet of earth, coincidental Arsenal supporters overhead rejoice in triumph, booming their appreciation. Motile squiggles that define the spectral female’s head are briefly rearranged into a nod, as if acknowledging this seismic tremor of acclaim, and then she saunters back into the hardened dark that she emerged from, westwards, with that dreadful and magnificent affair that is no longer Atlas following, after a moment, at its mistress’s scintillant heel. It leaves behind a fallen shoe to wish the future luck, and an abiding sense that more than a dead horse has been set into motion here. A mount is chosen and a race has been announced. Odds have been calculated, form considered, a book opened.

Place your bets.

♫

Calypso: frightened, squealing and fluorescent orange, painted rodents tumble through the letterbox. Outside in Powis Square there’s him and Litz, both having fits of giggles tipping out the squirming sack, shortly rewarded from beyond the door by angry roars, screams, children in distress; Pete Rachman sitting comfy in the Roller just across the road, with his cigar and couldn’t-care-less death-camp attitude. Notting Hill nights. Michael can see it all as if it’s yesterday, as if it’s now.

Litz with his proudly brandished hooter, eyes chock-full of wicked glitter, sniggering so hard that he can barely get the words out. ‘Pay your rent, you shitpigs, or I’m very much afraid it’s flashy rats from here on in!’ Next thing they’re sprinting for the motor, pleased with how it’s gone – ‘I must say, I thought “shitpigs” an impressive coinage, didn’t you?’ – and then they’re in the back seat, Rachman shaking his bald head and chuckling fondly, calling them a right pair of comedians as they glide off down Colville Terrace and away to Ladbroke Grove. Behind, some big cat shouting in the middle of the street, sounds like Jamaican, and so Michael feels no kinship, coming as he does from Trinidad, to which he likewise, for that matter, holds no loyalty. His long-sailed merchant dad, Mr de Freitas, being pale and Portuguese, out on the island they’d call Michael a red bastard for not looking black enough, and this is when he’s five. Don’t talk to him about discrimination.

Spends his childhood in a shabby suburb outside Port of Spain, the capital, his mother taking him into the city market every Saturday, crushed between bales of coloured cloth and swigging milk from the green skulls of coconuts amongst the haggling Chinese, Indians or Syrians. He’s only nine, and so it takes a while before he works out that his mum is paying for it all with obeah, candlelit consultations for old ladies with bad skin conditions. ‘Give me fifty dollars and one penny. Dip the penny in this cream and, every day for nine days, rub it on your face. Rest of the time, you keep the penny on the frame above your door and then, on the ninth day, you take it to the crossroads and throw it away. You will be cured, and anybody picking up the penny will have your disease.’ None of the women ever come back to complain, and Michael doesn’t pick up any more greased pennies.

Rips through adolescence in a hurricane of smeary images. There’s a coconut vendor’s plump hand, chopped off by a cutlass, resting palm up in the market dust and Michael sees the fingers move. There’s Gold Teeth who thinks he’s a cowboy, crippling club owners with an iron bolt during deluded hold-ups. There’s the girlfriend that his mum, the blackest woman that he’s ever seen, throws out for being too dark-skinned and thus beneath her pallid son. There’s the sweet, overcrowded Indian family next door who take him in when he’s evicted by his stepfather, following which his mum wants nothing more to do with Michael, ‘coolies’ being on an even lower rung of her esteem than black men. When he can’t stand any more, he signs up for a shuttle-ship with engine failure that’s being taken to dry dock in Mother England, which turns out to be a land of horrifying opportunity.

The English situation is, they get their dishy queen in 1952, and she makes a big fuss about the Commonwealth, mostly because the Empire falls to bits after the war and something else is needed to make Britain feel like a world power again. Thing is, if you claim that the multitudes of far-off lands are somehow British citizens, you can’t object if many of them take that literally and move over here or, at least, that’s what Michael thinks. The English, he discovers, see things differently.

He’s qualified for naval work, but British ships keep coloured seamen to the engine room and won’t allow them up on deck. He sails with the Norwegian Merchant Navy for a while, goes all over the world, but when he’s on shore-leave in London he meets Desirée and, on the spot, considers settling down. This soon becomes expedient when he’s involved in smuggling a pretty refugee from Yugoslavia to England after stopping off to pick up a cargo of oranges in Israel. This is where she’s hiding when she’s found by British Customs, leading to a Daily Mirror headline mentioning ‘The Peach Among the Oranges’ and, consequently, to the end of Michael’s job with the Norwegians.

Jobless, homeless, finally he finds a place for him, Desirée and her little daughter in the falling-to-bits slums of Notting Hill, but when he looks for work, he learns there’s none for ‘wogs’, ‘coons’, ‘sambos’, ‘jungle bunnies’, or the many other categories that he finds himself included in. Without intending to, he starts an easy roll downhill and into gambling, pimping, petty crime, which seems to be the sole available West Indian trajectory. It’s when he’s drinking and daydreaming with his Trinidadian compatriots that the idea of sticking up a local property developer is raised, at which point Michael first becomes acquainted with the name of Peter Rachman.

Rachman is an older guy in his late thirties, balding and bespectacled, a Polish Jew who lives through first a Nazi then a Soviet labour camp, fights in the war, and, once demobilised, becomes a resident of Britain. When Macmillan takes over from Eden as prime minister in 1957, he changes the rent laws, and so Rachman gets a big loan from the bank and buys up eighty crumbling Victorian properties, in Notting Hill and Kensington and all round there. In fact, his first purchase is the place in St Stephen’s Gardens where Michael and Desirée have made their home. Dividing up his houses into separate accommodations, Rachman lets them to the steady influx of West Indians arriving here since the late 1940s. Yes, he treats his tenants brutally, but, on the other hand, he is the only landlord offering the coloureds anywhere to live at all, packing them in there by the score; thousands of pounds in rent each week flushed through his basement offices in Westbourne Grove, that’s right around the corner. It’s not difficult to see how daylight robbery could seem like an attractive proposition.

Michael offers to size up the premises by going in to visit the slum baron on some pretext, but returns to tell his would-be henchmen that the theft will not be possible, due to a pair of savage dogs that Rachman keeps there in the office with him at all times. While this is no more than the truth, Michael neglects to point out that a one-man burglary in dead of night continues to present a highly feasible alternative – or anyway it does until he actually attempts it and accepts he’s even worse at burglary than gambling or procuring. He’s still trying to find the safe when Rachman and his hellhounds poke their heads around the door and notice him.

It all works out considerably better than the bloodbath anyone might reasonably expect. Rachman, with two Alsatians straining at the leash, is genial, calm, and probably amused. Always a one for spotting the advantage in potentially distressing circumstances, the well-spoken ghetto magnate compliments him on his obvious initiative, if not his practical abilities, and offers him a job. ‘I think a number of my tenants might show more respect if they were being threatened by another spade.’ Rachman further proposes that Michael and Desirée move from St Stephen’s Gardens to a more inhabitable residence in Powis Square. The two shake hands and it’s a deal, with the slavering canines looking on in disappointment as the prospect of a midnight snack recedes from view.

At last the dogs are shut away and a malt whiskey is produced, along with chunky tumblers. Michael talks about his mother sinking into obeah, drink and destitution back in Trinidad, and Peter briefly speaks about the camps before he moves on to assess the mistresses he’s keeping at the moment, Christine Somebody and Mandy with the double-barrelled name, who sound like goers. Finally, their conversation swerves back to the work in hand. ‘I’ll start off putting you with somebody who knows the ropes, like my boy David. He’s a knowledgeable and inventive bloke, is David. You and him will get on like a house on fire.’ And Michael says OK, although he’s not sure how well houses that are on fire can be getting on, but, anyway, that’s how he first meets up with Litz.

Litz is as intricate and fascinating as the mechanism of a limpet mine, but standing close enough to fathom how he works means you’re within his blast diameter. An East End Jew who’s out there slinging bricks at Mosley’s fascists from the age of eight, he’s like spilled lightning from a battery of bad. Three or four years back, Litz is stopped for speeding in a stolen car and gives his name as Jeffrey Bernard, the notoriously inebriated journalist who’s very soon thereafter hauled in by the law. Typical Litz. Queer as a nine-bob note, he’s everywhere; knows everybody: gangsters, jazz musicians, famous painters, spinning yarns like spider silk from Ladbroke Grove to Chelsea, prancing a disputed border between mischief and monstrosity. The gaudy rats are his idea.

Michael is twenty-four. He’s furious at existence and this new employment suits his mood while being highly lucrative. Still, in his gut he knows it isn’t going to last. The chemistry of Notting Hill is fast becoming volatile, uneasy energies from different cultures mingling and reacting in its curry vapours. Forming an explosive mix with the Tobago people, Trinidadians, Barbadians and Jamaicans are white locals, several generations deep, plus agitators from both Colin Jordan’s White Defence League and Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union, the latter having trimmed their name to avoid mentioning what they’re a union of. To this precarious state of affairs, this bonfire largely of his own construction, Rachman next donates flammable personalities like Michael, Litz and their feral accomplices. Michael don’t need his mother’s sorcery to tell him that this won’t end well.

And then it’s the last simmering days of August, 1958, and word is coming in of skirmishes up north in Nottingham; a clash of colours. By the time this fizzing fuse of trouble reaches Notting Hill, it seems to have gone out – a petrol bomb is hurled at a West Indian club, but that could happen any lively weekend in the Grove, as the disintegrating neighbourhood is known. It’s not until the next day, when the newspapers have talked it up into a riot, that it becomes one. Michael is arrested, tried and fined for chatting to some white friends on a corner, and when he gets out, calls for the black community to vigorously defend itself with razors, iron bars, Molotov cocktails or whatever comes to hand. By now the racial turmoil is no longer just a spectre of the headlines, but has percolated down from print to pavement, where the fights are real and rough.

Him and some other Smallies from the little islands firebomb the back windows of the White Defence League’s headquarters and do some damage to the membership when it comes running out the front. That savage summertime in Rotting Hill spills over into autumn and the coppers can’t contain it, but then something funny happens. On the fifth night of September, Michael and his crew are rescuing a pal called Clydie from the Black Maria that they’ve just set light to, when it starts to seriously piss with rain, as if God has picked up the Thames and dropped it on to London. The deluge is falling so fast that it stings like lead shot, and the battle zone is cleared in minutes, combatants of every hue racing for cover along suddenly deserted avenues, before the thunder’s opening drum roll builds into a cymbal crash that cracks the sky from rim to rim. He’ll later hear policemen talk about the constable who stopped the riots as ‘PC Rain’, although Michael recalls it otherwise.

He’s hurtling up empty Kensington Park Road to Powis Square, face full of spitting wind, head full of marijuana, pills, rum, burning Black Marias; and in uninhabited Arundel Gardens, Michael sees it; thinks he sees it; cannot possibly be seeing it. It’s worse than obeah, worse than his mother’s slippery pennies, and the only person that he ever tells about this night is Litz, who gives him an appraising look and says, ‘Well, now, that’s very interesting, Michael. Very interesting indeed.’ There at the centre of a railed-in area of grass and dripping greenery, something approximately eight feet high is spinning, strutting, stamping to an audience of drawn curtains and closed doors, unravelling and refiguring itself amid the monsoon and the thunderbolts.

Its clothing is a thrashing mummy-wrap of different styles in constant motion, with its gender likewise oscillating between swelling curves and wiry angularity. The visible flesh shuttles through a chocolate spectrum, milk to plain, jet to freshwater pearl; the haircut shrivelling to flock before erupting into furry hawsers or a ball of rainbow froth. Audible intermittently above the hiss and spatter of the cloudburst, an unearthly soundtrack seems to swirl about the dancing spectacle, an untuned radio that squeals and slides across the wavebands of a dozen unfamiliar eras. The outlandish thing parades and pirouettes and throws all six of its arms up towards the booming firmament, in each hand brandishing one of an ever-altering array of artefacts: a shiv, a record sleeve, a pamphlet, something long enough to represent a human femur that might be a pointing-bone. This last it holds aloft, thrusts into a prolapsing sky and aims directly at the crackling heart of what will later be described as the worst storm in London’s history. As if in answer, the downpour redoubles in its deafening explosions and its forking stabs of electricity, until the apparition fades from sight behind a curtain of descending droplets, and its shifting music can no more be heard in the evacuated street.

Michael runs home, already trying to edit the experience from his memory, already failing. He will never learn the name or nature of the presence that he witnesses conjuring down the angry heavens on to Notting Hill, but will forever be insistent that it definitely isn’t white. It isn’t PC Rain.

♫

Rock and Roll: well, it’s one, two, three o’clock, four o’clock rock, and it’s May 15th, 1956, at the South Western Hospital in Stockwell, where the largely unknown artist Austin Osman Spare has only minutes left to live, expiring from the consequences of a burst appendix with a song he doesn’t like stuck in his head. It all hurts, and there’s so much left unfinished. Five, six, seven o’clock, eight o’clock rock, yes, that’s all very well, but all the big things of the world like space and time and who he is are breaking up, the substance of his life revealed as flimsy scenery that he has somehow tripped and fallen through. Sometimes he’s a child prodigy in Kennington, 1904; sometimes he’s a young husband in 1913 and Golders Green, licking out his wife Eily in the kitchen, always the same memory; or else it’s 1947 and he’s the malnourished old man summoning a fog with eyes into one corner of his Wynne Road basement, slipping helplessly from here to there, from now to then, lost in the shuffle of the decades, and it’s nine, ten, eleven o’clock, twelve o’clock rock, we’re gonna rock. Around. The clock tonight.

Tubes in his arm, tubes up his nose, a million uncompleted drawings tingling in his numb fingertips. Can’t hold a pencil, can’t contrive a sigil that will get him out of this, and even though the black train’s close enough to hear its whistle, he can’t lift his hand into the Death Posture in case he pulls out all his plastic plumbing. There’s always a figure sitting by the bed, but if he shuts his eyes and opens them again, that person will have werewolfed into someone else: Millie Pain, now his tenant rather than his landlady, brings grapes he doesn’t want, and halfway through explaining where she got them from becomes Frank Letchford looking heartbroken. Alf Larking gently wipes away the matter coming from Spare’s mouth with a clean handkerchief, but then recoils into fastidious Kenneth Grant, appalled and disinclined to touch the painter’s proffered mitt for all Grant’s horror-paperback embroidery of Austin’s life. When dear old Hannen Swaffer changes into Dennis Bardens in mid-anecdote, he snarls and turns his face away, still furious about the radio programme that makes Spare sound like a homicidal witch doctor. The worst occasions are those where he knows there’s still somebody sitting there, but that they’re now invisible.

He’s kicked the sheets off, frowning at the scabby white sticks that have been attached to his pyjama cuffs until he realises they’re his legs, discarded soup-bones jutting lifeless from a stripy carrier bag; the same stained nightclothes he’s been wearing for two days now. Put your glad rags on and join me, hon, we’ll have some fun when the clock strikes one, although the clock strikes one three-quarters of an hour ago, when they’re changing his drip and he is barely sensate, without any broad daylight that he can rock, rock, rock till, and it isn’t fun at all.

That bloody song comes out last year, and ever since there’s been no end to it. Straight up the pop charts that they have on Radio Luxembourg, teenagers fiddling with crystal sets, and with that Blackboard Jungle they were showing at the flicks, it’s everywhere. Ken Grant informs him that the record is produced by the same feller who did all that Louis Jordan stuff with the jump rhythm, takes this as a portent of Qliphothic energies invading culture from an alien reality, and the way Austin’s feeling, Grant may very well be right for once. There’s something unfamiliar in the London air. Remotely conscious that, elsewhere, his body’s emptying its bladder through a catheter, the Brixton magus reaches the conclusion that he’s ill because the city’s ill.

It’s sick beneath its Festival of Britain bandages and coronation cotton wool. It’s feverish and dreaming about hydrogen bombs or the bulge in Christie’s wallpaper at 10 Rillington Place. It chokes on smog compressed into its streets by temperature inversions, and its art serves up humanity as meat, a tortured salmagundi. Sweating television aerials and immigrants, the city turns and tosses while the Teddy boys of its imagination gut their cinema seats and strew horsehair entrails down the jiving aisles, coiffures like liquorice ice cream. When the clock strikes two, three and four, if the band slows down, we’ll yell for more, but Austin doesn’t have a whisper left, much less a yell.

His breath a bronchial rattle and peritonitis now an agony, he does his best to hold on to the thought: there’s something wrong with him because there’s something wrong with London, and there’s something wrong with London because – he coughs up a mouthful of sour foam and swallows it again – because something has gone wrong in the other place? Could that be it? Austin is there, what, six or seven years ago, when there’s already far too many breaches going on, the Enoch Soames book and A London Walk both leaking into the terrestrial town with nasty consequences, and the bonces under glass affecting unconcern while clearly having no idea what’s happening. On his more recent visit, as the first atomic bombs are trickling out of Aldermaston at the end of 1953, the heads appear less sanguine, obviously worried by a far more serious forthcoming breach that they’ve got wind of, scheduled sometime in the next few years. He also gets the feeling that there’s something else alarming them, perhaps that they’ve misplaced another of the Great When’s awful flourishes, like when that Pope of Blades breaks out in the late 1880s. Nothing’s clear, the charcoal lines of the incident are smudged and he can’t focus on them any longer, not now there’s an angry wildcat in his lower stomach and the pain is worse than ever. When the chimes ring five, six and seven, we’ll be right in seventh heaven, but he’s not sure how he’s going to get there, not in his condition.

At eleven minutes before two, Austin Spare lets go of the planet’s hurtful load. Using the formula of neither-neither, he allows his personal dualities to cancel and annihilate, leaving a perfect vacuum in the stead of his eliminated self that is not necessary and need not exist. It’s the technique he utilises to immerse himself in what he’s drawing: with the individual identity extinct, he becomes everybody, everything, unfixed in history, expanding out into the hours and moments of his city. When it’s eight, nine, ten, eleven too, I’ll be going strong and so will you, and he’s not strong but it’s a safe bet that he’s going. The intensely coloured droplet of his being gradually diffuses into 1956, into his times with their surrounding pasts and futures.

It’s two weeks ago, May 2nd, around nine at night, and Jack Spot’s coming home with his wife Rita from the pub that they’ve been looking at in Praed Street, when the trouble that’s been brewing for the best part of a decade all comes rushing at him from the dark. There’s Billy Hill with a shillelagh; Albert Dimes still fuming from the Soho scrap last year. There’s vicious little Frankie Fraser holding something that he rhymes with, sending a careering tramline down Spot’s left cheek, past the famous blemish. It’s the finish of his underworld career, like Harry Lud the Saint of Criminals informs him when they meet in Arnold Circus at the arse-end of the 1940s. A harsh narrative arrives at its foregone conclusion, signed off with a scar, and the dilating soul of Austin Osman Spare extends its forward edge into tomorrows it will never know.

It’s six months after Austin’s death, November, and Anthony Eden brings his premiership down in flames over the Suez crisis, taking Britain’s global reputation with it. When the clock strikes twelve, we’ll cool off, then start a-rocking round the clock again. It’s earlier now, summertime, Chris Barber’s Jazz Band wailing on a jukebox at the Regal Billiard Club in Eric Street, where an unkindly-faced man plays to an intimidated crowd. He’s seated, a subnormal basilisk, and holding something on his lap that Spare’s terminal gaze can’t see, perhaps something important, but the frightened audience laugh uneasily, a nervous murmuring drowned in the shriek of Monty Sunshine’s clarinet, and it’s all dwindling in scale and importance as the artist’s last awareness swells and decoheres.

He’s Austin Spare, a human being whose completed life, triumphantly uncompromised and fertile with uncanny ornament, is his and his alone, from end to end. He melts into eternity, a cloudy Futurist assemblage with a recognisably fixating eye, like his Traverser of the Aeons, dissipating in sponge-printed squares of light. At ten to two, he struggles down a final breath, and after that he . . .

♫

Skiffle: Joe’s not done a séance before. Much like producing records, taking diet pills or having sex with men, séances are the sort of thing you only get in London. Well, alright, it’s not a proper séance in that there’s no crystal ball and no one’s dressed up like a Swami or what have you – it’s just him and Lional and young Jimmy Miller from the Barbecues, mucking about with ghosts and that – but, even so, it’s not the sort of business that they’d put up with for long in Newent, where he comes from.

And he’s come a long way. Growing up in Newent is a bloody nuisance. It’s a titchy little sixteenth-century throwback of a place that’s stuck there on the edge of the great big Forest of Dean, halfway from Ross-on-Wye to Gloucester. Their house on the market square, it’s always like the First World War’s still going on, with Joe’s dad having lost three brothers and had his horse blown up under him, so every time the door knocks, he thinks it’s artillery rounds coming in at Passchendaele.

Places like Newent, there’s a blooming horror story everywhere you look, what with the rumours about witches in the forest, or that headless torso what they fetch up out the river at Haw Bridge. Lucky for Joe, he’s got the shed his grandma lets him have, and he can knock together his own world in there, experimenting with electrics and the like, builds his first crystal radio when he’s nine. Saturday afternoons he puts his shows on, the extravaganzas what he’s written, where he sometimes gets the chance to dress up in a frock. Of course, his dad, his brothers and them rotten pigs at school like Johnny Bisco, they all say as he’s effeminate, but his mum, Biddy, has him in girls’ clothes until he’s four and so of course he’s bloody well effeminate.

There’s nothing there for him, except his job at Curry’s fixing broken radios and, in time, broken television sets, but he can do that standing on his head: Joe’s already constructed Gloucester’s first TV from scratch inside an orange crate, before the BBC have even started broadcasting to that part of the country. He needs something that’s more of a challenge, like; a chance to show the swine that have a go at him just what he’s made of, and put all them nosy buggers in their place. Another thing what Joe needs is a sex life, somewhere it’s not going to get back to his mum, which is as good as saying anywhere but bloody Newent. 1953, four years ago now, Joe decides he’s had enough. He packs his bags, jumps on the train to Paddington and throws himself headfirst at London.

City life’s all lights and strangers, puts him in a tizzy, but he still can’t get enough of it. He sticks it out at duff jobs for a month or two but then gets taken on by TVC, that do TV commercials for a company called Independent Broadcasting – or IBC – who’ve got the best recording studios in Britain. Not long after that, Joe’s asked to handle engineering on the road shows done by Radio Luxembourg, travelling all over like a blue-arsed fly and building up his reputation while he does it. IBC have got him working as what’s called a tape-monkey, but he’s not having that and keeps on at his boss, a proper grumpy-guts called Allen Stagg, to let him have a go as engineer. Stagg don’t like modern engineering methods, don’t like homosexuals and, particularly, don’t like Joe. Knowing that Joe’s not done a session in his life, the scheming rotter lines one up at Conway Hall with a full flipping orchestra, so that Joe’s bound to make a bollocks of it and then, after that, shut up about his engineering. Joe don’t do that, though. He does a job not far short of magnificent, if he says so himself, and the musicians all applaud him at the playback. Old Stagg’s face is a right picture.

After that, well, there’s no stopping him. He does so well on Humphrey Lyttelton’s ‘Bad Penny Blues’ that Lyttelton won’t work with anybody else, and nor will the top jazz producer Denis Preston, who’s IBC’s biggest client. Joe gets more and more work, gets more of a say on the recordings, gets a bit more power and, being Joe, goes bloody mad with it. Why shouldn’t he? It’s him who knows how it all works, not dozy lumps like Allen Stagg, and when it comes to having things done properly, it’s only right as he should be demanding. Sometimes there might be . . . Joe wouldn’t call them tantrums. More a case of stating his opinions in plain farmer’s English. He knows his way’s best and he’s determined he shall have it.

Joe’s earning more money, dressing nice, shaving three times a day so that his chin’s smooth as a baby’s bum. He keeps the weight down with his Preludin, five bob for twenty from a club in Cable Street. Moves to a better stretch of Bayswater, to Leinster Gardens where he lives with Lional, his new boyfriend. Lional’s just right. He’s like somebody what Joe’s made up, a top-notch chef who’s got a body that’s like them in muscle magazines. On top of that, Lional’s about the funniest blighter as he’s ever met, and even when he’s cross enough to bust up all the furniture, Lional comes out with something and Joe can’t keep his destructive rampage up for giggling.

He don’t conceal the fact he’s living with another man from people what he works with, but he has to be so careful. John Gielgud, the actor, it’s not long ago as he gets done for cottaging in the gents’ lavatories, and what’s-his-name, the boffin, Turing, he takes poison the year after Joe moves up to London. Homosexuality, it’s not a thing to shout about. That’s mostly why he quits at IBC, the prejudice. Well, alright, that and Joe insisting that communal studios be locked when he’s not using them, but mostly it’s the prejudice. By now he’s moved into Arundel Gardens here with Lional, right near Portobello Road, and so when Allen Stagg next has a go at Joe, he’s told where he can stick his mouldy rotten job. It’s touch-and-go for a few days, but Denis Preston says as he’s investing in new studios what he’ll let Joe design and manage, like Joe’s always dreamed about. Everything’s going right. He’s twenty-eight, full of himself, and feels like he’s invincible.

It’s 1957 and there’s skiffle every blooming where, so naturally Joe wants a go at it. It comes from music what poor people in New Orleans make when they can’t pay their rent, mackled together out of washboards, comb and tissue paper, anything what comes to hand, which is how Joe has always done things anyway: wires held in place with chewing gum; the spring from off a garden gate he uses for an echo chamber. Soon he’s managing a bunch of lads he’s named the Barbecues, and has them do a song he wrote called ‘Sizzling Hot’, so now he’s a producer and he’s pleased as Punch. It’s their lead singer Jimmy, who thinks posing with a Ouija board brings in the girls, what gives Joe the idea for this séance malarkey. What they’re trying out’s some method Jimmy’s heard about, where what you do is close a key inside a Bible and then tie it shut with string. Put like that, it don’t sound like much, just bits and bobs from out the sideboard rather than them goats and pentacles you get in Dennis Wheatley, but Joe don’t mind that; the improvising. Makes it more like skiffle.

He’s excited by this occult lark. They’ve got the Bible and that, ready on the table for when they gets down to business, but they’re having a drink first to get their nerve up. Lional’s in his element, serving up snacks and having Jimmy burst out laughing every time he makes a crack. The Bible’s one Joe’s had since Newent and the string’s just ordinary string, but how he comes by that big mortice key’s a story in itself. It’s just last month, September, when they have the launch party for ‘Sizzling Hot’ here at Arundel Gardens, Lional doing all the catering while Joe bangs on about the Barbecues to anybody what’ll listen from all the photographers and journalists what are invited.

Joe’s halfway through chatting to this nice young chap from the New Musical Express – quite decent-looking, with a quiff, but a bit gangly for Joe’s tastes – when he only goes and has a sodding nosebleed! Out of nowhere, and all down the clean white shirt what he’s got on. Admittedly, he gets a bit upset at that, though not hysterical like bloody Lional’s always making out, and asks if anybody’s got a key he can put down his back, the only cure for nosebleeds if you listen to Joe’s grandma. The New Musical Express lad looks at him gone out, then fishes in his pocket and pulls out this old iron key. Had it for years, he says, and only lately he’s been thinking about ways he might get rid of it. Looking back on it now, that strikes Joe as a funny thing to say, but at the time he grabs the key off this young journalist and drops it down the collar of his shirt that’s looking like a butcher’s apron. There’s a shock right up his back, not just because the metal’s freezing cold, and blowed if Joe’s nose don’t stop bleeding there and then, as if somebody’s turned the tap off. He cleans up and changes into a fresh top, then goes on with the party as if nothing’s happened. Keeps the key, though.

And it looks like he’s about to use it. Lional’s saying as they should get on, so Joe opens the Bible to the Book of Revelation and they put the key in, with its end touching the eighteenth verse of chapter one, how Jimmy tells them to. They tie the book tight shut, then set it on the table, standing round it with a fingertip each resting on the key’s grip where it’s sticking out the Bible. Lional’s trying to keep from laughing, Jimmy looks embarrassed, but Joe’s all on edge. They speak the Bible verse aloud from memory: ‘I am he that liveth, and was dead; and, behold, I am alive for evermore, Amen; and have the keys of hell and of death,’ and of course nothing happens. Then it does.

The second it starts moving, they all jerk their fingers back from off the key, but it keeps turning by itself through a full quarter circle, so the Bible cover strains against its string and you can hear the paper tearing, getting chewed up. Jimmy Miller screams, a top note what he’s never managed in rehearsals, lazy little bugger. Lional’s giving Joe his ‘and what have you brought home now?’ look, but Joe can’t take his eyes off the key, what’s now at rest again between the mangled pages.

Something’s been unlocked for him, he knows it. Being Joe, he’s pretty sure as it’s success.

♫
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Crazy, Man, Crazy

He was starting to get the hang of this. At twenty-seven, his pretence at adulthood seemed easier to maintain, his masquerades no worse than what he’d by then realised were everybody else’s. Through a settling dark, he walked Reveille’s new receptionist back to the cramped flat in Old Castle Street, a modern young man with his own place, the beginnings of a job, and now the prospect of Sex Before Marriage so that, finally, he could feel every bit the New Elizabethan.

They’d brought that Clean Air Act in a year or two ago, supposedly, but the October night still had the bracing redolence of coal smoke strung between its intermittent lampposts. Him and the receptionist – slender, brunette, tall for a woman, named Denise and that was almost all he knew about her – kicked through palaces of dead leaf, chatting, joking, and he couldn’t quite believe how natural and normal it was, as if people did this every day. No stammering, no saying something ruinous out of anxiety: tonight was surely going to be his best performance yet in the thus far underappreciated role of Dennis Knuckleyard.

Romance had reared its beehive hairstyle only hours before, when he’d dropped by at the Reveille offices in Farringdon Street to hand in his scholarly 500-word piece on headhunting in New Guinea, which he’d made up yesterday and had to rewrite on discovering New Guinea was in fact in Indonesia, and not in Africa. When the trainee at the front desk had introduced herself as Denise, late of Woman’s Own, it had initiated an exchange upon the similarity between their given names, a staggeringly dull flirtation that had nonetheless resulted in this current, near-unprecedented idyll. She’d agreed to meet him at the pub down on the corner from her place of work when she got off at five, and, after just two Babychams, suggested that they take a bus back to his Aldgate dump for coffee. Puzzled, even startled, by her keenness, Dennis had at last deduced from things she’d said that Denise, perhaps misdirected by the greased quiff, thought he was a Teddy boy. He made no effort to discourage her from this belief because, well, maybe in a way he was, at least from the scalp up. Besides, he was so starved of love at that point that he would have gladly bought a string tie and a waistcoat if he’d known that they set ladies’ hearts aflutter. He’d have bought a flick knife.

Obviously, he’d been to bed before with women, but not many of them, and not competently. This ineptitude, he thought, was only that of a beginner, too slow off the start blocks of his carnal marathon through circumstances not entirely his own fault. Up until 1951, when he turned twenty, Dennis had resided in the spare room of a Shoreditch bookshop with a landlady so awful that he didn’t want to think about her, and especially not now when he might need to summon an erection later on. His situation back then had precluded any kind of sex life; for that matter, any kind of life at all. He’d been so desperate to escape this misery that in the early February of 1950, still officially eighteen, he’d turned himself in for his mandatory National Service, reasoning that military training could be no worse than perpetual attrition at Lowell’s Books & Magazines. Following his rejection, Dennis’s few friends congratulated him on his pretence at being mentally unstable to avoid conscription, and he’d smiled and winked in the full knowledge that he’d answered all of the recruitment sergeant’s questions to the best of his ability, and that his fragile psychological condition, therefore, hadn’t been a cunning ruse. According to Her Majesty’s armed forces, he was genuinely funny in the head, which both surprised and quietly worried him. Mind you, when the Korean War kicked off that summer, he began to see the verdict as ridiculously lucky, rather than disturbing. He’d hung on in Shoreditch for another eighteen months, by which time he’d been earning just about enough from his haphazard freelance writing jobs to get a tiny bedsit down the road in Bethnal Green, where he could at last enjoy all the female company that was available.

As it transpired, this had been next to none. He’d finally lost his virginity – or, at the very least, had temporarily misplaced it – in the late-night celebrations after Coronation Day in 1953. His co-participant had been an overstimulated monarchist named Janice, and their nuptial couch had been, unfortunately, the deep shadows of a toyshop doorway, where their efforts were observed by nine unblinking plastic babies and a squad of inch-tall grenadiers. Importantly, he was convinced that penetration had briefly occurred before the subject of his absent rubber johnny had arisen, at which point she’d made him take it out so she could finish him by hand. He’d spunked over a window with a display of Meccano on its far side, strenuously trying to avoid the grenadiers and babies, and that’s how he’d first made real adult love. Dennis was pretty sure that he could count it as such, anyway.

Besides, only a negligible two years later, he contrived to do it three times in a single night, this time incontrovertibly, with Mandy, who was lovely and encouraging and funny and, as it turned out the morning after, from the circumstantial evidence around her Stepney lodgings, thirty-nine. Scared what his mates might think, as if he had any, and being a good fifteen years more shallow than the pretty English teacher, Dennis never got in touch with her again. For decades yet to come, if Mandy crossed his mind, he’d wince and dig his nails into his palms at what a hurtful and insipid little shit he’d been; perhaps still was. Not long thereafter, his finances gradually improving thanks to more reviews and features placed at various periodicals, he heard about a pint-sized three-room flat in Aldgate, same rent as his bedsit, subsequently leaving Bethnal Green and all its amorous discontents behind. While living there, he’d guiltily kept up sporadic contact with his former landlady in Shoreditch, sometimes popping in to see her from a sense of obligation, but the move to Aldgate had conveniently got him off the hook. He’d meant to write and tell her of his new address but, what with one thing or another, somehow never did. That was two older women, then, that he’d abandoned, although since the latter was an evil monster who had very probably once had someone interred alive, he’d never suffered the least flicker of remorse on her account.

As Dennis and Denise turned into Aldgate out of Houndsditch, they were talking animatedly about September’s riots in Notting Hill, the whites and coloureds up in arms against each other and wasn’t it shocking? In a voice that bubbled with incipient giggles, Denise said she’d read Rab Butler blaming the disturbances on competition for housing or jobs, and ‘disputes about women’. Feeling confident enough to risk a first attempt at smooth talk, Dennis countered with, ‘I’ll bet there’s been some disputes about you.’ She laughed and it was a delight, a fall of notes played on a velvet xylophone. ‘Well, I don’t think I’ve started many racial conflicts,’ and then Dennis said, ‘The night’s still young,’ and Denise laughed again and hooked her elbow around Dennis’s, and this was definitely going to happen and he felt lit up with joy; chock-full of fortune.

And it wasn’t just the promise of a shag, the blissful dissolution of the self in its adjacent body parts. Admittedly, he knew himself to be an insubstantial person, but not to the point where a few seconds of release was all that mattered about sex. Alright, that was the most immediately pressing matter, but for Dennis it was more the way it swelled the mainsail of his self-esteem, and made him feel acceptable to other human beings, if not to the army. It completed him, or would have done if it had ever worked and hadn’t ended in Meccano or betrayal. It had been this need for physical and psychological fulfilment that had led to his long-term, three-week relationship with Susan Garrett.

This had happened following the move to Aldgate and Old Castle Street, only a turn or two ahead now on their left, when he’d been at a low and lonely ebb. His only real friend, John McAllister, the morose journalist who’d given Dennis his old Olivetti and his first scraps of employment as a jobbing writer, had left London for the north in early 1956, wooed by a better-paid position aboard the Manchester Guardian. In this way suddenly cut off from anyone who’d known him in his former life, even his ghastly landlady, he’d felt untethered from himself, as if he could float helplessly away into oblivion and anonymity. This was his disconnected frame of mind, then, when he’d trodden on the toes of a bespectacled and shapely blonde outside a pub in the Commercial Road, and only realised it was Susan halfway through his red-faced, stammering apology.

He’d known her at least distantly since he’d been five, and she’d been in the year above him at his junior school in Shoreditch, a no-nonsense and occasionally bossy girl with pigtails and a mouth that made it look like she was smirking even if she wasn’t. Reared between the rubble and the air-raid shelters, just like all the other kids, she’d grown into the cheerful, forthright and notoriously promiscuous fifteen-year-old who had assisted Dennis’s first sort-of intimate encounter by providing him with manual relief in a deserted builders’ premises off Swanfield Street. This had occurred late on the night of July 12th in 1945, a month or two after the Germans had surrendered, but some days before the blackout ended and the sex-precluding streetlights came back on. The date remained fixed in his memory not as the moment he’d become a man, with Susan casually demanding his clean handkerchief to wipe the pearl glue from her fingers, but as the last night before his mother’s fatal heart attack, which happened the next afternoon, on the 13th. That was also the afternoon he’d turned up weeping at the door of Lowell’s Books & Magazines, his Saturday employer of some two years’ standing, and entreated its reputedly compassionless proprietor to take him in. Within a dumbstruck month of this there was a Labour government, the Yanks had dropped their A-bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and it was a different planet. He had sometimes wondered if this cavalcade of trauma, following so swiftly on the heels of that first builders’ yard hand-shandy, might not have contributed to his subsequent awkwardness regarding sex and women, though it seemed to him unlikely.

After their respectively embarrassing and pained reunion on Commercial Road, Dennis and Susan had agreed to meet up for a drink the evening following, although the long night of exuberant and happy copulation back in Aldgate that ensued had been unscheduled and spontaneous. Her naked body had been glorious, magnificent, breasts subtly flattening and spreading sideways on a lifting ribcage; iced cakes that had sunken though the glace cherries at their centres remained taut and ripe. Damp thighs that opened like theatre curtains on the drama of her honey-gold pudenda, an aurora fanning across pelvic skies towards their lunar belly button. For her part, Susan appeared to like the way that Dennis had been put together, too. Next morning, they’d done it again before she’d had to leave for her job as a trainee nurse, and for almost a month they’d seen each other every chance they got. While they went out to snog in the back row all through a film or two, and sometimes got together in the pub outside which they’d become injuriously reacquainted, every meeting would end up in bed, either at Aldgate or her place in Shadwell, acting filthy dialogues out as they were having them. Even when they were resting between slippery contortions, conversation had been easy, funny and engrossing, trading school-day tales of their more worrying fellow pupils – ‘Here, do you remember Gouger White?’ – or else shaking their heads incredulously at the mention of a notably peculiar teacher: ‘We steered clear of Mr Parker. He was always fiddling in his trouser pockets.’ It was the best three weeks of his life for certain, but . . .

But Susan Garrett. On day eight of their mostly-behind-closed-doors relationship, Dennis had realised that the reason they stayed in so much was that he didn’t want to be seen out with her. Part of him was still obviously concerned about what all the other fourteen-year-old boys – most of them very likely raising families, dead or moved away by then – would say behind the bike sheds in his irrecoverable past. There’d be the hurtful nicknames conjured as a poultice against unallowable desire and secret awe; the sniggering innuendo he’d once taken part in; the exaggerated rumours, some of which Dennis might very well have started. ‘She caught VD off a Nazi spy.’ It was painfully clear to him that he did not want to be known as Susan Garrett’s boyfriend, that he was embarrassed by her, but was nonetheless unwilling to forgo the inexhaustibly free-flowing sex after so long a drought. Which wasn’t fair on Susan, who’d grown up to be a really nice young woman, and he hated himself for it, even more so than he’d done over the one-night stand with Mandy, but he’d kept on doing it.

Finally, in the sunset of week three, Susan had gently informed Dennis that they shouldn’t see each other any more. When pressed for details, she’d confessed apologetically that back when they were kids, her and her friends had said uncharitable things about him, memorably that he was a lanky freak who should be either in the circus or a special school. Susan explained that while she’d very much enjoyed having it off with him, she’d always been afraid in case the girls that she still kept in touch with should find out about them, and why did he think she’d never been that keen on going out in public as a couple? She’d been selfish and unkind, she said, and wouldn’t feel right if she let it carry on. It wasn’t Dennis, it was her, and anyway, he’d find somebody soon enough, a good-looking young chap like him, all this delivered practically while she was backing out of his front door. And she’d been accurate about him finding somebody, if two long years of self-abuse that alternated with self-pity could conceivably be anyone’s idea of ‘soon enough’.

Those years had been dispiriting, he’d readily admit, jam-packed with dreams of mushroom clouds above Trafalgar Square, and haunted by the sense that he was dwindling in tandem with his country’s reputation after the Suez fiasco, him and England both deservedly left on the shelf to gather radioactive dust. However, that prolonged decline was over now, at least for him. He couldn’t speak for England, but as Dennis and Denise rounded the turn into Old Castle Street, his own position as a world power seemed unshakeable, and his immediate future full of more than promise. She was pressing tight against his side as they walked arm in arm, her physical warmth striking through a nicely filled pink coat, the smell of just-washed hair surrounding her, as captivating and infrequently encountered as a costly perfume.

Possibly still labouring under the quiff-induced impression that she’d got off with a Teddy boy, Denise was chattering excitedly about Bill Haley and the Comets as the pair of them arrived at Dennis’s front doorstep and he let go of her arm to fumble for his keys. ‘Someone at work was saying “Rock Around the Clock” was really about something rude. I’m sure I don’t know what she meant, but she was adamant.’ Denise had a terrific voice, her statements rounding out in a descending purr that he thought sounded a bit Scottish. He unlocked the front door on to a short passageway, illuminated by a bare bulb once he’d turned it on, and ushered her inside. ‘I don’t know either. With Bill Haley looking like somebody’s dad, it’s hard to think of anything that he could do around the clock, let alone something rude.’ Using his other key, he opened the door leading to his downstairs flat – the place upstairs was currently untenanted – and then at last they were inside, away from prying eyes and with a lot of ‘What now?’ hanging in the faintly stale masculine air. He hurriedly switched on the table lamp that he thought might treat his unsightly hutch more kindly, and was wondering if he should offer her a cuppa as a civilised preliminary, or possibly put something on the record player, when she grabbed him by the lapels of his raincoat and her tongue was in his mouth, tasting of Polos and making him wish he’d thought of that.

The kiss was animal and urgent, with Dennis’s hands exploring blind the coat-clad contours of Denise’s rear, and her tipping one leg up at the knee, the way that she’d seen girls kiss in cartoons, or love films at the pictures. They stayed lip-locked almost to the point of mutual asphyxiation, when Denise drew back and, fixing Dennis with the steam-heat of her gaze, started to pointedly undo the fuzzy buttons running down her fuzzy coat. Below, a fawn suede knee-length skirt and a white woolly pullover, the umber busby of her hair a fancy chocolate topping off a Wall’s ice cream. With both their rainwear quickly transubstantiated into floppy puddles on a third-hand rug, the Romeo and Juliet of the Reveille offices resumed their osculatory embrace. Still locked together, they commenced a slow collapse on to Dennis’s vocally complaining couch, a descent as inevitable and protracted as the final, lazy plummet of the Hindenburg.

Then they were side by side, at it like knives, eyes closed and all London reduced to the flocked rose theatre of their interlocking mouths, their lingual members wrestling, squirming, playing out the future of their flesh. The moment was mosaic: her cool palms raised and cradling his hollow cheeks; the waxy, almost pleasant taste of lipstick; his hand underneath the pullover, fingertips sliding on bare skin and brushing the wire ribbing on her brassiere; the train-yard rhythm of both parties breathing through their noses; and the deafeningly loud and frantic hammering at Dennis’s front door.

Denise and Dennis sprang apart like magnets misaligned, his guilty hand whipped from beneath her jumper as if it had never been there. Saucer-eyed with panic, each gaped at the other hoping for an explanation, though none was forthcoming and the angry thunder at the door was unrelenting. Mute with apprehension, suddenly afraid that Denise might have a jealous gorilla husband that she hadn’t thought to mention, Dennis rose unsteadily from the settee into a storm of knocks and went to see what the ear-splitting matter was. Leaving the latch up on his flat’s door so he didn’t end up locked outside with a crazed brute, he stepped into the bulb-lit hallway and, with trepidation, opened his booming and shuddering front door.

A sweaty and apparently frenetic man that he did not immediately recognise said, ‘Well, you took your bloody time,’ and, pushing past the speechless householder, strode up the passage like he owned the place and Dennis was his patently unsatisfactory doorman. Before anyone could stop him or make any protest beyond ‘Uh . . .’, the forceful stranger had barged through the downstairs door into the softly lighted love nest on the other side, eliciting a startled yelp from the Reveille’s new receptionist. Asserting his authority, Dennis heroically burst into his own living room, indignantly demanding to be told what this was all about. No sooner had the question left his lips than he belatedly remembered seeing the intruder’s perspiration-beaded countenance before; distantly recognised the voice with its pronounced west-country burr. By now confused up to his reddening ears, he numbly comprehended that this was the same pilled-up record producer that he’d briefly met more than a year ago, at that New Musical Express assignment up in Notting Hill. Something-or-other Meek, was that his inappropriate name? Joe, that was it. Joe Meek.

Denise had risen from the couch and stood with headlight-stricken rabbit eyes fixed on the new arrival. Pivoting around to answer Dennis’s entirely reasonable enquiry, their perspiring interloper frowned up at the slightly taller, slightly younger man accusingly, his pale face radiating sheer nervous intensity like a two-bar electric fire.

‘You know what it’s about, you rotten perisher, so don’t you play the innocent. You turned up at me and my boyfriend’s house when you come to that “Sizzling Hot” party we were having, with all them young lads what I was handling. That night, you give me something what’s been playing me up dreadful ever since. I don’t know what it is, but what I do know is that I got it off you, and I want you to tell me who you got it off. And don’t make out you can’t remember coming to our party, neither. I was covered all in blood, and Lional had made vol-au-vents.’

It wasn’t until Dennis went over this accusatory outburst in his mind, some minutes after its delivery, that he began to see how it could easily be misinterpreted by someone not in full possession of the salient facts. At that moment, however, he was mystified to notice that Denise had, for some reason, picked up her pink Liquorice Allsorts coat and pulled it on, refastening its fuzzy buttons as she put her lovely body back into its box, unplayed with. Though her eyes were still wide with alarm, her lower face was masked beneath a smile like a too tight bandanna.

‘Look, I’d better go and leave you to whatever it is. It sounds like you’ve a lot to talk about.’

Her nylons whispering maliciously to one another, Denise scissored a few steps to the still-open passage door, while Dennis blinked and blithered as the fact of her departure gradually sank in. ‘No, wait. Don’t. Let me . . .’ Tightening her compressed bandanna smile another notch, she quietly assured him she could find her own way out and then she did just that, stepping between the two men without looking at them into Dennis’s low-wattage hallway, with the dull finality of the front door closing behind her only moments later. Throughout the ensuing silence, Dennis and his uninvited guest stared blankly into a now empty passage until the producer turned and offered his unwilling host a sympathetically offended scowl.

‘Well, I thought she was rude, and that coat was just bloody ugly. You’re well shot of her.’

Dennis felt on the verge of tears. He gazed in anguish at the open doorway framing nothing, at the probably still-warm impression of Denise’s bum in the vacated couch, and finally at Meek, the ruin of his brief happiness. There went another woman that, out of embarrassment, he’d never see again. Which meant, he’d just that moment realised, there’d be no more true-adventure pieces for Reveille on his personal experience of voodoo rituals or snarling cannibals. All hope escaped him in a heavy sigh, despairing and resigned. This was his life.

‘Can I make you a cup of tea, or anything?’ He couldn’t think what else to say.

Above perpetually frantic eyes, Meek’s brush-stroke brows were lifted in appreciation.

‘Huh. I’d not say no to one, if it weren’t putting you to any trouble. I have mine milk and four sugars. Second thoughts, you better make that three. I’m trying to watch the waist.’

Still dazed by disappointment, Dennis shuffled into his scale model of a kitchen – basically a cupboard with an increased risk of fire – and put the kettle on, while Meek made himself comfortable on the settee, so that even the phantom imprint of Denise’s arse was gone forever. When Dennis emerged a minute or two later with cups, saucers, teapot, sugar bowl and milk jug rattling precariously on a dented aluminium tray, the chemically accelerated record engineer was studying an antiquated copy of Reveille he’d retrieved from underneath the coffee table. As Dennis set down the tea tray on this spindly affair, Joe Meek glanced up in outrage from the article that he’d been looking at, jabbing one manicured forefinger angrily against the smudgy columns of offending newsprint.

‘Have you seen this blooming tripe they’re putting in the papers now? “My Life with the Abominable Snowman”! What a load of flaming rubbish! I don’t know who does this muck, but they wants sticking in a sack and flung in the canal, that’s my opinion. This bloke writing it, he thinks the Himalayas are in flipping Norway! What they’re teaching them in schools now, I don’t like to think.’

Intent on pouring first the milk and then the tea through a wire strainer into mismatched cups, Dennis kept quiet during this blistering critique. Hunched in the small room’s only chair, across the table from the annexed sofa, he scooped two teaspoons full of sugar into his own brew, then watched as Meek ladled four heaped ones into his before resuming conversation.

‘Anyway, so what about that blessed key, then? When you give it me, you said you’d had it years and only lately had been trying to work out how you could get rid of it. I didn’t think much of it at the time, ’cause I was dealing with a medical emergency. There’s people died from having nosebleeds. Later on, though, after certain bloody aggravating things had happened, it set me to wondering what you’d meant by that. I mean, if you don’t want it, why can’t you just chuck it in the dustbin and be done with it? It strikes me you know more about this ruddy object than you’re letting on. Where did you get it from, before you passed it on to muggins here?’

Still writhing inwardly with self-recrimination after learning that the Himalayas weren’t in Norway, still attempting to accept the loss of both a major source of income and terrific sex with a receptionist, Dennis was unprepared for the disturbing stomach drop brought on by Joe Meek’s yapping, terrier-like interrogation. He’d not previously realised that sinking feelings could go down that far: it was a long five seconds since the question, and he was still waiting for a distant splash. Something in him had known, since he’d first recognised the skiffle-vending lunatic, that this would inexorably lead to the cryptic piece of metal that had played so prominent a part at their first meeting. This would be about the key, and then about a lot of other things that he was simply not prepared to name or think about. Ten seconds now. He stirred his tea obsessively, hastening the rotation of a nebula of bubbles at its centre, that his late mum always took to be an omen that there’d soon be money coming in. Perhaps he’d always stirred hot beverages the wrong way.

‘It . . . it was back some time ago now, in, in, in another town.’ The other town, in fact, but, no, he wasn’t going to think about all that. All that was over with. He should just carry on and fill the hanging pause with something normal-sounding, something possible. He had to put his foot down and pretend – no, no, insist – the life he had now was the real one, and keep all that other business buried in the 1940s where he didn’t have to look at it. ‘A woman gave me it.’ Well, that was figuratively true. ‘She was someone I’d just as soon forget about, to be quite honest.’ That was wholly literal. ‘This person, she, she gave it to me after there’d been . . . I suppose you’d call it an unpleasant episode.’ Right, that was it. That was enough. That was too much. He had to wrap this dialogue up before he inadvertently remembered things. ‘I’d kept it, I suppose, for sentimental reasons. When, you know, I didn’t want reminding of her any more, I thought I’d best be done with it but, but I couldn’t bring myself to just throw it away.’ That was all lies, but Meek was nodding knowledgeably now.

‘Give you the runaround then, did she?’

That, unwittingly, was also literal, and Dennis almost laughed, but didn’t. After all, the runaround, right at the finish of his 1949 ordeal, had been the very worst thing that had happened to him. Sprinting for his life, he’d been compelled to undertake an awful deed that nobody must ever know about, including him if he could only manage the deliberate amnesia. To that end, he shrugged off the question and batted the interrogatory shuttlecock back into Meek’s half of the court.

‘Yeah. Yeah, you could say that. I gave the key to you because you asked me for it, and it seemed a bit like destiny or something. But what makes you say it’s caused you trouble?’

The recording industry phenomenon subjected Dennis to a long, unblinking stare of more than usual intensity, as if assessing whether he could trust the younger man or not. Apparently deciding that he could, the dapper ball of nerves leaned forward, lowering his too loud tones to a still-too-loud whisper. Shiny eyes like those of a continually cornered animal darted around the cluttered room, checking for spies behind the curtains, signal apparatus in the sugar bowl.

‘I reckon it’s bewitched. Not long after you give it me, I got the notion me and Jimmy Miller out the Barbecues should have a séance, just to see what happened, like. We’d got that iron key of yours shut in a Bible, bound up tight with string, and blow me if it didn’t turn between the pages by itself, with no one touching it! Never seen nothing like it in my life.’

Dennis was starting to feel mildly queasy now. He didn’t like the sound of this. Against his better judgement, he allowed his mind to drift back to his circumstances of the year before, when he’d elected to rid himself of the key and all the anxious memories that were tied to it like funeral ribbons. Ever since he’d first been given it nine years ago now, by somebody who was only narrowly a person, in a place that wasn’t there, he’d not known what to do with it and, consequently, had done nothing. The offending article had languished in the top draw of his bedside table, where it had remained throughout his relocation from Shoreditch to Bethnal Green, from Bethnal Green to Aldgate, buried under broken wristwatches and cigarette cards, out of sight but never wholly out of mind.

Then, in the summer months of 1957, when he’d finally decided he could do without his ancient and collapsing bedroom furniture, he’d been forced to reluctantly turn his attention once more to the key and the potential problems that it represented: firstly, it gave him the screaming abdabs, just through its associations, but that was the least of it. Coming from where it did, the key was what the people – it was better just to think of them as people – what the people in the other place referred to as a breach, an artefact from their town that had ended up in Dennis’s and threatened to expose London’s secret extremities. Granted, being to all appearances an ordinary household object, it was hard to see how it could possibly cause any trouble, but then he’d once thought that of a scruffy second-hand book with its cover falling off, and had learned otherwise. Such things demanded caution. They could not be buried, burned or thrown away. If safe return to their city of origin was not an option, the best bet was passing them to a third party who’d accept them willingly, which isn’t to say knowingly.

It was with this loophole in mind that he’d begun to carry the burdensome item with him in his pocket everywhere he went, in case an opportunity for its disposal should present itself. And then, within a week, it did, at Joe Meek’s ‘Sizzling Hot’ party, when the memorably distraught producer’s nose had spilled a sudden abattoir, and for some reason he’d insisted on a cold key as the only remedy. It had seemed, at the time, like a tremendous stroke of luck, but now, as Dennis thought about that chain of random impulses and unpredictable events, he couldn’t help but see it as suspiciously unlikely. Little wonder, then, that Meek’s account of untouched keys unlocking bound-shut Bibles should set off all of his intestinal fire alarms at once. He’d treated strangeness as a thing, like spots, that he’d grown out of, and the frenzied pop promoter’s tale was an eruptive blackhead on Dennis’s chin that might presage an outbreak. He gulped worriedly before he spoke.

‘That, that must have been shocking. Honestly, it, it never did anything like that while I was looking after it. I’m really sorry if it’s brought you trouble.’

The producer snorted; nostrils flared extravagantly.

‘Trouble? Alright, I suppose it mangled up that Bible I’d been given as a prize at school, but that weren’t any trouble, not compared with what come after.’

Oh no. There was more. In his own ears, his voice was weak and tremulous.

‘Oh? And, and, and what was that, then?’

Windscreen-wiper eyes swiped left and right, alert for hidden cameras, two-way mirrors, God knows what. Leaning a fraction closer, Meek became increasingly conspiratorial.

‘Well, what it was, that funny business with the key, it whet my appetite for séances. Now, Jimmy Miller, he’d been proper frit by all the goings-on, so it weren’t until January this year that I’d coaxed him around to my place for another bash at it. To calm his nerves, I told him as we wouldn’t use the key this time, but that instead we’d have a go with tarot cards, them what the fortune-tellers have. To tell the truth, I don’t think Jimmy liked the cards much, either, but, give him his due, he played along to keep me happy. I had three of us sat on my couch, with Jimmy on the left, me in the middle, and an Arab lad I knows, called Faud, sat on the other end. Lional had stormed off out somewhere, saying as how he didn’t want no more to do with hocus-pocus, not after that key what turned itself. He could be a right grizzle-guts at times, could Lional.

‘Anyway, me in the middle, I was holding both their hands to make a psychic circuit, like with electronics. Jimmy, on my left, he’s turning the cards over one by one, with his left hand. He’s in a right state, Jimmy is, holding my hand so tight that he’d drawn blood, although I never felt it at the time. Faud, on the other side, he’s got a ballpoint pen for writing down the spiritual impressions what he’s getting through the link with Jimmy. Mark my words, the atmosphere were that charged up, you could have cut it with a knife. I thought as I was going to wet meself. When all the tarot cards had been turned over and I’d got a plaster from the kitchen for my hand, we had a look at all the automatic séance-writing Faud had done. It were three lines. Up at the top he’d written “February third”, then underneath that it said “Buddy Holly”, and, down at the bottom, just the one word: “Dies”. It made my hair stand up on end, it did. Worst of it was, though it were Faud who’d had the ballpoint, the handwriting on the pad were just like Jimmy’s. You explain that, if you can.’

Dennis just shook his head. He couldn’t explain anything. With a 45-RPM delivery, Meek carried on regardless.

‘Luckily, it turned out as it were a false alarm. I made a proper nelly of meself, calling the Crickets’ manager and record company to warn ’em about what I thought would happen, but they never took no notice. February third, it came and went without a murmur, but I couldn’t shake the feeling what I’d had that night, with Faud announcing Buddy’s death in Jimmy’s writing. I was still het up about it when the Crickets come through London on their tour, a couple of weeks later. I went down and met up with the man himself – one of my heroes, Buddy Holly is – to warn him about what the cards had said. He were as nice as pie and heard me out, although he must have thought I were a bloody maniac. He thanked me, and he promised me he’d take good care and said I shouldn’t worry, but that’s easier said than done. Been in a flap about it ever since, I have, when I’m more naturally the level-headed sort. I have these rotten dreams what wake me in a sweat, like from a nightmare, where the only thing I can remember is a lot of men’s hands stuffing dirty shirts inside a car boot or a suitcase. I can’t understand it. I mean, grubby shirts: it’s hardly like it’s blooming Frankenstein.’

Almost entirely through the medium of ambiguous facial expressions, Dennis managed to convey that, no, he couldn’t understand it either. Inwardly, he checked Meek’s overwrought tale for potential damage and, to his surprise, found that his façade as an ordinary modern young man with an ordinary modern life was still intact, and the hardboard partition with which he’d walled off his past still standing. Tentatively, Dennis started to relax, loosening stomach muscles that he’d tensed unconsciously in his anticipation of a sudden blow. The vinyl virtuoso’s anecdote, however creepy and unsettling it must undoubtedly have been as an experience, did not seem to incriminate either himself or his disturbing former property in any way: the key had seemingly not been involved at all in Meek’s prophetic second séance, besides which the prophecy itself had, happily, turned out to be a dud that came to nothing. The hiccup-voiced entertainer wasn’t dead, and therefore Dennis and his frightening knick-knack had no burden of responsibility. He almost had to struggle not to sound light-hearted as he sympathised over his guest’s occult ordeal.

‘Ooh, that sounds awful. But, you know, with Buddy Holly still being alive, perhaps that means the, I don’t know, the spell is broken, and you won’t be having any further trouble with it.’

Joe Meek’s hazel gaze was full of flat disdain.

‘I’ve not told you the worst bit yet.’

Dennis’s stomach muscles, leave abruptly cancelled, stubbed out tea-break cigarettes and scrambled back into formation. Here it came.

The music man hunched forward, covertly inspecting the teapot for listening devices, and the various untidy shadows of the lamplit hovel crowded in around him, as if anxious not to miss a word.

‘This happened just last month, it did, that first week of September. All through August, I’d been running myself bloody ragged, helping set up these new studios we’ve got with Denis Preston, who’s my co-producer. Lot of late nights, hardly getting any sleep or anything, though with my diet pills I can generally manage that, if needs be. Throwing myself into my work, I was, most likely ’cause I’d busted up with Lional, month or two after the Buddy Holly business. He made out it was because I’d threw another armchair at him, but I know as it weren’t that. I think as it were more the psychic atmosphere, like, what were building up around my séances. So, anyway, all on my own I was, there in Arundel Gardens at the end of summer, and next thing I know there’s blooming race riots breaking out all over Notting Hill! Never seen nothing like it! Me, I kept well out of things. I battened down the hatches, got on with what work I could, a bit of songwriting and that, and watched the coppers and the coloureds fight it out through my front window.’

Once again, no direct mention of the key thus far, but Dennis wasn’t entertaining any feelings of relief. He knew that a bad thing was coming, and although he’d no clue what it was, he was increasingly convinced of whence it came. Narrowing febrile eyes, Meek leaned in even closer. Their foreheads were almost touching now.

‘September fifth, it was, and I were in a funny mood. With all the riots, I was stuck indoors and eating lots of cakes and biscuits, which I shouldn’t. Moment on the lips, a lifetime on the hips, that’s what they say. Anyway, I didn’t fancy getting podgy so I’d started swallowing a few more diet pills in the hope that they might compensate for all the custard creams. Now that I thinks about it, that could have something to do with what I saw. I’ve noticed, when I takes too many, I can have some strange ideas. So, there I was, with all the punch-ups and the Black Maria bells outside, doing a bit of tape-recording, trying out some noises what I’d thought of, for effects and that. I were just getting going when there were this great big flash, what I could see between the curtains, and the biggest bloody thundercrack you ever heard, right overhead. Well, obviously, I were cursing, what with having to pull all the plugs out so that nothing got blown up. Worst storm in London’s history, according to the papers afterwards. It put the tin hat on the rioting, I’ll tell you that for nothing. Stopped it dead, although, of course, I didn’t know that then. A proper temper I was in, unplugging everything and wishing Lional was still there so I could throw a clock at him or something.

‘I remember I stamped over to the window, feeling right fed up, and had a look outside to see if it showed any sign of stopping. Pulled the curtains back, I did, and that were when I seen it.’

There was a high-pitched alarm in Dennis’s ears now, like a transmission tone, as if he’d summoned it to block out what his uninvited visitor was telling him. It didn’t work.

‘It were this . . . thing. Eight foot if it were half an inch, and dancing in the railed-off gardens right outside my window. Proper blooming apparition, doing what were like a war dance where it moved about so quick, it was a job to tell what I were looking at. The clothes it had got on were whipping round it like a bloody whirlwind, so that all the bits of it were turning into something else, one second to the next. I couldn’t even tell you if it were a woman or a chap, and where I got a glimpse of skin, that were all changing colour, too. It looked to have about six arms, all waving different things about, like Bibles and syringes, and I know as it sounds bloody horrible, but if you could have heard the music what were coming off of it! It were these different sorts of tunes, all phasing in and out, and none of ’em were things I recognised. Some of it were just people talking to a rhythm, other bits were like nothing on earth. You mark my words, you’ve never seen or heard anything like it.’

Except Dennis had. He’d done both, in the company of a peculiar man called Austin Spare, when they were walking from a district that both was and wasn’t Brixton, and had met the fluxing entity that Meek described, coming the other way, eight or nine years ago now: his deliberately forgotten stretch. He thought the thing’s name before he could stop himself. Oh Christ, oh God, oh fuck, Joe Meek had seen the Inferred Saracen.

Pimples of the uncanny were abruptly breaking out from every quarter of his face, it felt like; angry yellow bulbs of weirdness all across his cheeks, with throbbing clusters in the furrows by his nose. The Inferred Saracen was something they referred to, in the other place, as an Arcanum – big symbolic figures that seemed sometimes not to speak, or act, but only signify, and what they signified most usually was trouble on a previously unimagined scale. This was much worse news than the mere catastrophe that Dennis had anticipated, and an ice age was commencing in his bowels. It didn’t matter that the key had not been mentioned, when he knew for certain that it must have been involved. Both it and the hallucinatory Arcanum came from the same terrifying place, and their proximity that evening in Arundel Gardens surely wasn’t a coincidence or accident. Beginning to go into shock, two dreadful thoughts occurred to him at once – the first one being that the riots in Notting Hill might somehow have been influenced by the key’s presence in that simmering slum neighbourhood. The second was that anything unspeakable that might have happened was undoubtedly his fault. The paranormal acne was by now all over him.

He should have hung on to the key, left it forgotten at the bottom of a drawer as he’d done for the previous eight years without a scrap of bother, but oh no. Not Dennis. Instead, he’d decided on his half-baked plan – more of an impulse, really – to palm the upsetting item off on someone else, and in this way sever his last connection with that nightmare chapter of the past. Which had, apparently, brought it all screaming back, flourishing ghastly miracles. What was he going to do? His mouth was dry, his hands were shaking, and his face was very probably doing all sorts of funny-looking things. Even Joe Meek seemed to have noticed that he was behaving oddly.

‘Here, are you alright? Look like you’ve seen a ghost, you do.’

Dennis had seen things far more frightening than ghosts, and didn’t want to see those things again, not ever. Mentally, he flailed for something he could say that wasn’t simply blurting the whole awful truth and making this disaster into something uncontainable.

‘I, I, I’m just shook up by what you’re telling me. That, that, that thing with all the arms, I can’t get over it. Was, was, was it just you who saw it, do you think?’ God, please. Please let that be the case. He distantly remembered being told that if, from time to time, some solitary individual glimpsed the other city or its creatures, then this was no great cause for concern. There would be no material evidence, and any sightings could be readily dismissed as a mirage or sign of mental illness, certainly if the observer was somebody like Joe Meek. It wouldn’t constitute a breach, and wouldn’t end with anybody dead, or disappeared, or inside out. It could just all blow over without need for further action. Everyone could just forget the whole affair, including Dennis – but the garrulous producer was now frowning thoughtfully and shaking his well-groomed but surely crowded head.

‘No. Now I think of it, there were a coloured feller over on the gardens’ other side, stood rooted to the spot there in the pouring rain, and staring at this bloody monster just like I was. I don’t think he saw me, but I got a look at him. I reckoned he was somebody who I’d had pointed out to me as one of Rachman’s strong-arm boys, him who’s got all them properties round Notting Hill. Mickey or Mikey Something. Scared to death, he looked. Me, I’d not got the time for that. I was charging around like a mad dog, trying to plug back in one of them tape recorders what I’d just unplugged, so I could catch some of that dreamy music what the thing were putting out. But when I got back to the window, both my six-armed idol and the bloke across the street were gone. I’ll tell you, it were proper irritating, and don’t make out that your key had got nothing to do with it, because it bloody had.’

Of course it bloody had. It was a piece of shrapnel, spat from the explosion of significance that was the other place. How could it not bring mystery and havoc everywhere it went? Still reeling from the last few minutes’ hail of blows, Dennis could only see one way by which this tide of consequence and damage might be stemmed. He cleared his throat.

‘Look, I’m, I’m, I’m as shocked by this as you are,’ he pretended. ‘Far as I knew, it, it, it was just an ordinary key. All I can do to make it up to you is take it back. I’d not have given it you if I’d known that it was jinxed. Just, just, just give it back to me, and hopefully these upsets will all stop.’

Meek’s eyes widened in outrage.

‘You must think I’m blooming soft. What, give it back when I’m just working out how I can use it? I should bloody cocoa! It’s like treasure, that is. At the minute, I’ve got it connecting up the circuit between two effects I’m using, and the sound what’s coming from it is just out this world! It’s like that pure tone when you hit a wine glass. Bloody marvellous. No, I’ve not come round here to give it back. I found out where you lived by phoning the New Musical Express, then drove across from Notting Hill so I could ask you where you got it from. This girlfriend you were telling me about, who give you it, she weren’t a gypsy or a witch or nothing, was she?’

She was an Arcanum; was a thing of melted light, side-saddle on a thing of bleaching bone.

‘No, not a gypsy or a witch. No. No, she wasn’t.’

Pursing his thin lips in irked perplexity, cream cheeks shaved marble-smooth, the music maverick looked like an awkwardly pubertal cherub.

‘What, so she weren’t even an astrologer?’

‘No. Not as far as I know.’

Thrusting out his knobbly chin and scowling at a point in the mid-distance, Meek conveyed both disappointment, and annoyance at the fact that he was disappointed.

‘Been a right waste of my time then, ain’t it, all this? A fat lot of good you’ve done me, with this rotten girlfriend what don’t even read the tea leaves by the sound of it.’

As if his own words had reminded him of tea, the disheartened producer finished off the cup that he’d forgotten he was holding in a single gulp, then frowned into its empty depths. If there were any stray brown flakes that had escaped the strainer, there were evidently none in the formation of a key. Pointedly setting down his saucer on the battered tray, the hit-maker rose to his feet, obliging Dennis to do likewise. When he stood up, Dennis noticed with a faint pang that, as he’d foreseen, the sofa’s shell-like indentation of Denise was lost forever to the yawning crater of Joe Meek.

‘I’d best be going, then, leave you to get on with your evening.’ Dennis nodded mutely, no longer having an evening to get on with. Following his exiting interrogator out into the passageway, he let Meek open the front door, but was then brought up short as the excitable entrepreneur paused on the step and turned around to fix his non-consenting host with a no-nonsense glare. ‘If you remembers anything about that key, or her what give it to you, you’re to come and tell me right away. You’ve got the address in Arundel Gardens, number twenty, me and Lional’s place. Well, my place at the minute, like, but he’ll be back, you can depend upon it. Once he’s finished being an old moody-britches, then he’ll see that chucking chairs at him, it’s just the way I shows affection. Right, I shouldn’t stand here nattering to you when I got my new project to be getting on with, so I’ll bid you a good night.’ With that, the well-dressed nervous breakdown turned and walked away across Old Castle Street in the direction of a sporty little Sunbeam Rapier, in flashy red and white, parked over on the road’s far side. Shell-shocked by the encounter, Dennis stood there in the draughty open doorway, numbly watching as Meek climbed into the vehicle and slammed its door without a backwards glance. The throaty engine started up and, farting blue ghosts of exhaust, propelled the car and its unmanageable driver off into a screeching right turn at Whitechapel High Street, heading west. After an interval of staring vacantly, Dennis went back inside and locked both doors behind him.

His cramped flat, emptied of Meek’s excruciating energy, seemed suddenly too big, and deathly silent. Sitting motionless and dumbstruck in his armchair, Dennis quietly assessed what had just happened to him and tried to evaluate how thoroughly destroyed he was. It hadn’t been the night he was expecting just an hour ago, that much was certain. Then, he’d been anticipating his blue-film ascent into acceptable contemporary young manhood, whereas now he felt reduced to the scared kid he’d been nine years ago, out of his depth and terrified by everything. All of the inner levees he’d shored up against his past were suddenly approaching overflow, and Dennis simply couldn’t let all that monstrosity gush back into his life, because he knew there wouldn’t be a life left when the glimmering flood subsided. What was going to happen? How much trouble was he really in?

He knew the incidents that Meek had witnessed must mean something, since the other place and every entity or item in it all meant something. Meaning something seemed to be its job. But did it mean that he was back aboard the hell-bound train he’d jumped from in the autumn months of 1949? Although the key that he’d been handed like a medal at his death-race finish line seemed undeniably involved in several harrowing events, could Dennis himself be held technically responsible? Wasn’t this Joe Meek’s problem now, especially since the producer had flatly refused Dennis’s generous or suicidal offer to take back the key? Alright, the problem he’d passed on was a potentially fatal one that might bring unimaginable consequences for two different Londons but, importantly, these consequences needn’t involve Dennis. He felt bad, admittedly, about what he was letting the already fragile music-maker in for – Meek seemed both insufferable and somehow likeable – but one major advantage of these horrors happening to Joe was that he wasn’t Dennis. Shamefully, Dennis accepted that there was nobody in the world he wouldn’t submit to that pandemonium rather than him again.

Concisely, then, Dennis’s plan was to do not a sausage and hope anything grotesque that happened, happened to Joe Meek. He had a feeling in the back of his greased head that this impromptu scheme was far from watertight but, then, other than nothing, what else could he do? There wasn’t anyone that he could ask about the key, not without telling them the circumstances by which he’d acquired it, and whatever else he did, he wasn’t doing that. Behind all his attempts to strategise, to fully think through things that were unthinkable, he knew that dread was settling into his timbers like a form of rising damp. His vividly remembered tigers were not on him yet, nor even necessarily pursuing him at all, but all of Meek’s uncanny blab didn’t appear to signal that these predatory memories were prowling further from him these days, did it?

Such were the preoccupations – at best inconclusive, at worst trapdoors to despair – that circled his disintegrating quiff in those long hours preceding sleep. He fluctuated between terror, blank denial, blaming his old landlady, self-loathing, guilt, soap-bubble optimism, ethical paralysis, more terror, anguish, and, involuntarily remembering Denise, anguish in combination with arousal. When he’d had enough of this, he took himself to bed and tried without success to read another chapter of the spy thing he’d had recommended to him for the sex, Casino Royale, all to forestall the bad dreams that he was sure he’d have, brimful of six-armed giants and clattering horse bones.

After he’d turned off his lamp, however, all that his subconscious managed was a slideshow of obscurely threatening twilight glimpses: men’s hands filling suitcases with grubby shirts.

And then, out of a clear grey sky when he was least expecting it, precisely nothing happened. Despite Dennis spending the next fortnight in a nervously exhausting state of superstitious readiness, there were no further visits from Joe Meek, and none of Dennis’s acquaintances had been found in a topologically implausible condition. Though he stayed away from Notting Hill and steered well clear of the Reveille offices, the coarsely knitted fabric of his life was not much changed. He managed to scrounge up a couple of commissions at a girly magazine, revealing the sex secrets of exotic lands while lacking personal experience of anywhere more tropical than Southend, or, indeed, of sex. For the same publication, he agreed to edit their regular readers’ letters section, not immediately realising that by ‘edit’ they’d meant ‘write’. He’d been at first surprised to find that there were no authentic readers’ letters, but could see that though it was a relatively easy thing to read while masturbating, writing was a different matter. He was bed-bound for a day or two with a bad cold that seemed to be doing the rounds; Harold Macmillan tried to sell General de Gaulle on the idea of a free-trade area for the UK so that it could enjoy the benefits of Europe while remaining loftily outside; there were still skirmishes between right-wing groups and black residents in Notting Hill, but nothing that the papers chose to call a race riot. Clocks all of a sudden lost their grip on the thick tow rope that was holding back the dark and let it slip an hour to early blackness, wherein the consensus of opinion was that these nights were fair drawing in. On frosted paving slabs, October slipped into November.

As per usual, the eleventh month announced itself in terrified pets and an influx of small children to the city’s burns wards, all through celebrating what had, prior to the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, been more generally known as Set-Fire-to-a-Catholic Eve or something similar. ‘Penny for the Pope, guv?’ With abbreviated daylight and thermometer juice keeping to its cosy bulb, Dennis attempted not to go out any more than was entirely necessary, sometimes pulling his unsightly yellow curtains closed in case the iced-up photons from outside brought down his ambient temperature. He limited his polar expeditions to Whitechapel High Street and biweekly bus trips up to Fleet Street and the West End, so that he might hear of any stray assignments that were going, and hand in his fabricated postbag at the QT offices in Wardour Street. Dennis avoided Soho as a rule, but found he could dart in and out without encountering somebody that he’d rather not, or at least so far, anyway. QT’s front-desk receptionist – a thick-limbed woman in her fifties who exuded cold contempt – was also, by some cruel caprice of fortune, called Denise, although the similarity between her name and Dennis’s seemed for some reason never to arise. She’d silently unburden him of his depraved submissions and hand over a petite brown envelope containing almost thirty pounds, somehow conveying without language that his mother would be mortified if she could see what he had come to.

To be fair, New Awful Denise wasn’t wrong: his mum would have most certainly been mortified by Dennis’s insanitary career, had she still been alive. In fact, had she still been alive, it would have likely killed her. He remembered going to the pictures with her once – he’d have been eight or thereabouts – and when the leading man had kissed the leading lady halfway through, his mum had grabbed him by the elbow and stormed from the bughutch, pink-faced and indignant. He couldn’t imagine her commencing any kind of sex act without doing the same thing, his own conception to the contrary. She seemed infuriated by the thought that carnal love existed in the same world she inhabited, like a perverted pet she hadn’t ordered. As to why this should be, Dennis assumed glumly that his dad had been as inexperienced in bed as Dennis was himself, though it was hard to see how sexual ineptitude could be passed on as a hereditary trait. No, if his mother could have read the QT letters pages, she’d have almost certainly reported both the publication and her only son to the police.

He wouldn’t blame her. He found making up the made-up fornications of a seedy readership, whom he himself was having to make up, such a depressing line of toil that he’d have turned himself in if he’d been a braver person. Sitting up alone into the gradually expanding Aldgate night, inventing borderline erotomaniacs and their epistles, Dennis was a dirty old man at the age of twenty-seven; a damned soul in the back row of some provincial cinema with thinning hair, a bag of toffees and a plastic mac. Crouched shivering over his Olivetti, he invoked a multitude of guttural male voices, lonely yet imaginative fellows from eighteen to eighty and all walks of life, reflecting on unusually fortuitous encounters with a next-door neighbour, a bored bus conductress, half the Tiller Girls, a nudist camp manageress, a bosomy librarian who climaxes without a sound, or Princess Margaret, though the publisher had chosen not to print the last of these. He told himself – as he composed the missive of high-powered banker Aubrey Boswell, whose attractive mortgage applicant said she’d do anything for a south-facing detached property in Finchley – that all this was sharpening the skills at characterisation he would need when he became a top-drawer novelist. Although, of course, this presupposed that all his characters would be afflicted by golden-retriever palms and failing eyesight.

He was still at least half serious about his literary ambitions, in that while he didn’t realistically suppose that they would come to anything, at this late stage he had no other life plan that might serve as a replacement. It was literature or nothing, which meant it was almost definitely nothing. When he wasn’t engineering romps between recovering post-operative naval officers and more-than-usually-dedicated nurses, Dennis read as many books that didn’t end ‘and from that day to this, my wife and I still talk about our blizzard-stranded evening with the Dagenham Girl Pipers, and particularly Glynnis’ as he could, trying to keep at least one oar in uncontaminated waters. This was why he still had reservations about the spy novel he was wading through, Casino Royale. Underneath its baccarat and bourbon-connoisseur veneer, he felt the QT letters pages weren’t that far away. It wasn’t just the sex scenes that elicited these feelings, but the way their fetishistic detail permeated any mention of wristwatches, clothing, sports cars, wine or firearms, so that everything became a pornographic Harrods catalogue, even the frequent and inventive violence. Manfully withstanding or administering agony, recounted in almost lascivious tones, made him a bit uncomfortable.

Much more to his taste were the Mervyn Peake books that he’d borrowed from the library, Titus Groan and Gormenghast, novels that made him want to be a writer, rather than someone who had erections at their choice of cufflinks or the military precision of their breakfast egg. Peake’s characters had the bronze burnish of mythology, on fire against the labyrinthine grey stones of their background. Even their invented names, like Dickens after absinthe, were a marvel: Abiatha Swelter; Barquentine and Sourdust; Steerpike; Irma Prunesqualor. Names that were patently contrived and ludicrous, unused by anybody who had ever lived, but which contained their own magnificence – or so, at least, thought Dennis Knuckleyard. He’d heard a third book in the trilogy was coming out next year, and couldn’t wait to sink back into that familiar world with its familiar company.

Out through the arabesques that frost had doodled on his loosely fitting windowpanes, London proceeded at her Gormenghastly ceremonial pace, peopled with striking effigies. De Gaulle said ‘Non’ to the suggested free-trade area, and Leader of the House Rab Butler told the Commons that, despite the favourable Wolfenden Report, consenting homosexual men would not be having legal congress in the foreseeable future. An amnesia of fog patrolled streets curfewed by the cold and the malnourished elderly grew fat with coats. The sun became a thing like penny-farthings that those with long memories remembered having seen once, but whose comeback seemed unlikely. Dennis lucked upon a bit more work from the New Musical Express and Khrushchev gave Western powers six months to get out of East Berlin or face the unilateral consequences. Not a word from Joe Meek.

Dennis cautiously allowed himself to feel encouraged by the sheer amount of nothing that was happening. True, it had only been a month or so since he’d been thoroughly convinced that his appalling past could all fall in on him at any moment, but his first encounter with the other place had barely been two weeks from start to end. If he was really due another kicking-in from the miraculous, then it appeared to be in no great hurry. Dennis found this reassuring, and ignored the anxious inner voice suggesting the miraculous might want a run-up this time. Anyway, the key that wound up pandemonium’s clockwork was no longer in his ownership; was now officially possessed by Joe Meek. As to what Meek was possessed by, that was anybody’s guess. Cocooned from troubling thoughts by profiles of young entertainers who would be forgotten by the weekend, or the reminiscences of opportunist milkmen, Dennis gladly let his uneventful days drift by uncounted.

By mistletoe increments, he gradually became aware that it was now December, when good cheer became compulsory. Anachronistic roasted-chestnut vendors and their braziers thrived between the crunchy puddles on brick terraces, as if they’d been in hiding since Victoria’s funeral, and in general a great expanse of bright-bulbed modern London seemed to have been ceded to its lamplit, misremembered infancy. You couldn’t move for holly, kids seemed wonderstruck by their first glimpse of smiling adults, and Ministry of Defence police had trouble breaking up the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament protestors who objected to Thor missiles at a base in Norfolk.

Dennis had mixed feelings about CND. The thought of everything he knew eradicated by a spreading field of mile-high mushrooms terrified him; came to haunt him more and more as he got older and began to dimly understand what that would mean. So, on the one hand, he supported the campaign and what it stood for, and was quietly relieved that it was there. But, on the other, when they’d had that protest march last April, from Trafalgar Square to the Atomic Weapons place at Aldermaston, he’d felt like he should join in with the procession, and then hadn’t. Just a month or two before, he’d gone along to CND’s first meeting at Westminster Central Hall, been caught up in the passion of it all like everybody else, but in the end had gone back home to Aldgate feeling that his marching boots and brandished placard weren’t what the campaign was looking for. Just about everybody at the meeting had been better spoken, informed, dressed and groomed than Dennis had, and most of them appeared to have been educated past the age of fifteen. What he’d thought a common human fear of imminent annihilation seemed instead to be the sole province of a higher caste than his, that could more suitably deplore the vaporising of whole populations.

When the march was over save for weeks of theorising in the press, he’d felt even more disappointed that he hadn’t gone. Partly this was because he’d missed the chance to make a stand for something he believed in, but, if he was honest, partly it was all the stories that he’d heard about the liberal atmosphere around the marchers’ campfires, young people with glasses and guitars strumming through ‘Kumbaya’ or ‘We Shall Overcome’, and afterwards, by all accounts, more than a few double-booked sleeping bags. Dennis supposed that the idea of being atomised tomorrow had its own erotic charge, like all those last-chance air-raid shelter couplings he’d been told of fifteen years before, during the Blitz. A muffled throb of shame accompanied his realisation that, despite the terror of atomic war and his class-conscious failure to protest its dreaded possibility, it was still the missed opportunity for intercourse with idealistic female students that distressed him most. Could he commit to nothing save the dubious enthusiasms of his lower half? Was he entirely without character?

All this time, Christmas had been polishing its tinsel claws. Sorties by juvenile and tuneless carol singers would be generally rewarded with a bob or two, if he could spare it, and he bought a pack of robin-spattered cards to benefit in some way the Spastics Society, despite the fact he never sent out Christmas cards and, truth be told, had nobody to send them to. The major benefits of this were that he didn’t need to spend a lot of time and money choosing, buying, wrapping and delivering a sleigh-full of largely unwanted gifts. The major drawbacks were that he was tragic and without a friend. He busied himself with the manufacture of increasingly unlikely amorous encounters in progressively more ludicrous locations, fitting in odd jobs for the New Musical Express between the generously endowed plumbers and accommodating waitresses. He passed up one assignment from the music paper, a short interview with brother–sister duo Joy & David, on discovering that their last single had been a Joe Meek production. He’d still not heard so much as a murmur from Arundel Gardens, but he didn’t want to push his luck. Let sleeping pep-pill addicts lie, that was his motto.

Though he couldn’t dignify it as a strategy or plan, his inclination was to stay on partial tenterhooks until about halfway through January. It would have been three months by then since his Denise-discouraging big scare of mid-October, more than enough time for his demented former life to pounce and chew him up if it was going to. He couldn’t fret indoors forever: at some point he had to say ‘enough’, to just get on with things as normal, even if there wasn’t anything remotely normal about any of the QT things that he was getting on with. Christmas day arrived, but didn’t really register. He cooked himself a heartier dinner than was usual – bangers and mash in onion gravy, Brussels sprouts boiled to within an inch of their unhappy lives – but there was no plum pudding doused in burning brandy and, without someone to pull its other end, no Christmas cracker; no pecked-clean corpse of a joke; no paper crown. He stayed in over New Year listening to the wireless, his sole resolution being that he really ought to rent a television, the way normal people did. After a day or two of 1959, he bundled up his smelly clothes and bedding for a visit to the laundry down the road, and Britain formally acknowledged the new Castro government in Cuba.

Come mid-January, he decided that the end of the old year must also mean he could relax his state of high alert. Joe Meek had almost certainly forgotten all about the key, which might have been a fleeting amphetamine impulse anyway, now Dennis thought about it. There’d been nothing eerie going on or, at least, not with Dennis, and he felt that he could finally resume his excuse for a life: he was as safe as he would ever be. This last surmise, for once, turned out to be correct.

On Friday the 16th, he threw off the last shackles of unnecessary caution and went out into a lumpy London that had been deformed by snow. Smothered in sorbet heaps, the city didn’t seem as confident about itself as usual, as though its assumptions of civilisation all depended on smooth, level roads and pavements to permit the vital back-and-forth of its industrious inhabitants. Now contoured with the humps and hollows of a pre-industrial world, the atmosphere was strangely rural, bordering on medieval. Buildings, made senescent by white rooftops and the overspilling eyebrows of their ledges, looked confused and anxious, isolated from each other by deep-piled precipitation; less like parts of one great, thriving conurbation than like winter elms, all with their solitary apprehensions. Such pedestrians as were about, bundled up warm and shaped like ninepins, had the stiff-legged gait of people who were either trying to hold in a bout of diarrhoea or had failed disastrously in that attempt. Traffic progressed as through congealing porridge, and the buses he required to get to Soho took a good hour and a half in total. Everything and everyone still seemed concussed by Christmas.

He got off in Oxford Street, as had become his custom when delivering concocted readers’ letters to QT. This meant that he could nip down to their office, not far from the top of Wardour Street, and thus be in and out of Soho without bumping into anybody untoward or getting too much time to think about the bad thing he had done in that vicinity. The frozen drifts there in the city’s centre weren’t at all like the plump, frosted topping found in the East End. Mounds of beer-brown or dirty grey, compacted into ice, were shovelled to the gutter where they lay unmoving like gigantic and unconscious Sunday morning drunks, oblivious to the bikes and barrows veering to avoid them. Underfoot, the urban surface had been trodden to black glass, ugly and treacherous.

This was particularly true on the steep slant of Wardour Street, where kids could polish up the slabs as an impromptu slide to entertain the young and cull the elderly. Dennis was relatively lucky in that he slipped over only once in the brief fifty yards it took to reach his destination and, as far as he could tell, nobody saw. His coccyx was conceivably in pieces, but his dignity remained intact, at least until he limped into the QT lobby and the acid scrutiny of New Awful Denise. He couldn’t meet her horn-rimmed eye as he passed her the envelope containing his submissions – more screeds from the fabricated readership; a piece on the sex secrets of New Guinea that reprised his earlier Reveille article with a venereal emphasis – which she accepted, taking it between one thumb and forefinger as if she’d momentarily misplaced her tongs. Instead of handing him his pay packet as she did normally, this time she’d left it resting on the desk. She nodded to it, almost imperceptibly, and then looked pointedly away as Dennis picked it up. He felt, obscurely, like a call girl whose disdainful client had left their payment on the night table to avoid any awkwardness. They didn’t speak a word to one another during this transaction, which did nothing to dispel the air of prostitution. He quitted the lobby with his head down and immediately fell over for a second time on the glazed pavement that was directly outside. Hauling himself up to his feet with the assistance of a drainpipe, he made his way back up Wardour Street, shivering and damp and clutching desperately at every windowsill and lamppost on the way. The only warm part of him was his shame-red ears, and his one consolation was that everybody at the QT offices or in the publication’s audience thought that his name was Richard Ramsey. Dennis didn’t want this career downturn cheapening the name of Knuckleyard.

He’d planned originally to loiter in a coffee bar and celebrate his return to society after those anxious months away, but given that the journey back to Aldgate would probably take another hour and half, Dennis elected to postpone any festivities until such time as he no longer felt wet, frozen or humiliated. He got on his first bus home in Oxford Street and, as predicted, didn’t reach his doorstep for an hour or two, arriving just as it was getting dark.

Unlocking his front door, he put the passage light on and stamped snow from off his shoes on to a balding doormat, distantly aware that something wasn’t right, but rationalising that the something was most likely him and his embarrassing employment. Only as he turned the Yale key in his flat’s lock did Dennis belatedly identify the out-of-place phenomenon as a faint hint of cigarette smoke. Had somebody moved into the place upstairs?

He hadn’t gone two steps inside his darkened quarters before – wait! Wait! What was going on? – before somebody burlier and stronger grabbed him from behind, one forearm like an iron bar across his chest, and without any chance to cry aloud, there was – a cloth? A flannel or a hanky? – something clamped over his nose and mouth, and next, oh God, the ghostly reek of chloroform and everythinginging was ringinginging in his ears, and as the world swirled to its plughole, as consciousness slipped awayayay, his last, dwindling notion was that something unimaginably bad was happeninginging that he did not in any wayayay deserve.

And then, as he slid down the trachea of the dark, he heard the frightful coughinginginging.
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The Woman in His Past

The tides of mind came in, went out again, sluiced back and forth, depositing unwanted facts like tarry relics of the deep on his cerebral shoreline, washed-up debris decomposed and wigged with bladderwrack. From this internal driftwood, he began to reassemble his awareness in dispiriting instalments, flinching at each ugly fragment of recovered sensibility. First, and most ominously, he recalled that he was Dennis Knuckleyard, which surely wasn’t a good sign. Corroborating this appraisal, he discovered that his semi-conscious body was both seated and immobile, fastened to the chair that he was sitting on in some way that was not immediately evident. And then, of course, there was the acrid redolence of Park Drive Plain and, worst of all, the near-continuous coughing. This, he realised, was as far as he was going to get in his assessment of the situation without the considerable ordeal of opening his gluey eyes.

The lashes, fused and crystallised, splintered apart, allowing stray beams of reality into his chloroform-fogged skull. He was in his own flat and the small table lamp had been switched on, its light sharpened to jagged spikes before his bleary squint. His inability to move resolved itself, upon inspection, into what must have been several yards of insulation tape that fixed him firmly to his armchair. Resting on the coffee table that stood not far from his taped-together ankles was a lumpy object that he at last dazedly identified as some variety of builder’s holdall, open at the top with rusted tools protruding from it – pliers, a saw, a drill, a hammer – that he was unable to make sense of. Lifting his still-ringing cranium, raising his gaze a notch or two, he noticed the four knees arrayed along the sofa on the table’s other side and understood, without surprise, that he was not alone. That they were women’s knees, poking out from beneath the hems of skirts or coats, was similarly unsurprising, and in no way reassuring. Dennis tipped his head back further.

Occupying the left side of his settee was a large woman in a long black mac and chequered headscarf, the escaping locks of lank grey hair from which appeared to indicate that she was in her early fifties. Her broad face, with cheekbones prominent and the jaw almost square, had ice-blue eyes and no discernible expression. If he hadn’t been uncertain over where the country was located, Dennis might have thought that she looked Scandinavian. Her build was thick and muscular, the physique of a laundry worker or perhaps a costermonger’s wife, with great raw-knuckled hands and legs like buttresses; say five foot ten or five-eleven tall. He didn’t recognise her, but he reasoned that this must have been the person that had grabbed him and anaesthetised him on his entrance.

At the couch’s other end, much smaller, much more threatening, was Coffin Ada Benson.

His former employer and ex-landlady did not seem to have aged a day since he’d last seen her, in that she’d looked eighty then, looked eighty now, and had looked eighty for as long as anybody could remember. Ada’s sour-cream hair was still a rigid and misshapen fossil-growth atop her shrivelled monkey face and, unbelievably, she was still in her could-be-tartan slippers and her once pink dressing-gown, though this was partially concealed beneath an unidentifiable fur coat, possibly rat. She had the same half-inch of smouldering cigarette spit-welded to her lower lip that he had seen her with four years before, unless it was a costly replica. Pus-yellow eyes stared flatly under eyelids dusty with disuse, regarding Dennis with a look of utter unconcern as to whether he lived or died, so, yes, she was the same in every detail as the woman he remembered, as though she had been preserved in piss, formaldehyde or amber. Registering his return to consciousness, she peeled the dwindled cigarette from her near-toothless mouth, extinguishing its glowing tip between two ochre fingers whose nerve endings were presumably already cauterised. Thrusting it carelessly into her petrified coiffure around where her ear should have been – Dennis could see at least one other dog-end nestling forgotten in the stiff and static undergrowth – Ada leaned forward to confront her quarry, eye to rheumy, bloodshot eye.

‘Oh. So, you’re cough cough cough awake, then, are you? Well, let’s cough cough hear it from the horse’s cough cough cough cough mouth. What have you got to cough cough cough say for yourself, you yellow-bellied cough cough cough cough cough cough little fucker?’

What he’d got to say for himself was, approximately, ‘Ada, you mad harridan, what in the name of reason are you playing at?’ However, in attempting to articulate this sentiment, Dennis discovered that he had a further strip of insulation tape across his mouth, and in the end could manage only an indignant ‘Mrrrrm!’ Frowning in puzzlement and narrowing her reptile gaze, the horrible old woman seemed at last to comprehend the logical impediment to this interrogation. Reaching out one crablike hand across the intervening coffee table, his lifelong tormentor tore the electrician’s bandage from his lower face in one swift movement. This rapid unpeeling caused a sharp burst of unpleasant noise, and so did Dennis, now in some considerable pain and with a mouth that looked as if he’d recently shaved off a full moustache for a job interview.

‘Ow! Christ, Ada, that really fucking hurt! What do you think you’re—’

Still without the slightest flicker of expression, the big woman seated next to Ada tipped her bull-like upper body forward and smacked Dennis round his head with enough force to snap him sideways into profile. Had he not been taped in place, it would have put him on the floor. His revenant landlady scrutinised him icily. Unmindful of the half-smoked fags already jutting from her temple, the bookshop proprietor took out another Park Drive from the packet in her pre-war handbag, lit it with an England’s Glory match from the same place, and blew a plume of blue-brown smoke into her prey’s disoriented eyes.

‘We ask the cough cough cough cough cough cough questions.’

This was dialogue she’d once heard in a war film, though without the coughing, and had rather taken to. While her formidable companion sat back and took out a handkerchief to wipe Dennis’s surplus Brylcreem from her palm, Ada crouched in towards him and spoke in a worryingly confidential tone, as if explaining the particulars of hanging to a five-year-old.

‘This is my friend cough cough cough cough Commotion Venables. Worked on a farm since she was little, not that she was ever cough cough cough cough cough cough little, mind you. Picked the front end of a fucking cough cough cough cough tractor up once, so they could drag out the cough cough woman’s body what were underneath. So don’t get on her nerves or she’ll cough cough cough crush you like a cough cough cough cough fucking cough cough wafer.’

Having crushed a wafer once himself, and being capable of now imagining this minor inconvenience from the wafer’s point of view, he thought it best to not say anything, and merely stared uncomprehendingly. Ada went on.

‘The reason I’ve brought her along, as you well cough cough cough cough know, is that cough cough cough you and me have things to talk about what it’s not safe for others to cough cough cough cough cough fucking hear, about that cough cough other bit of London you’ve got me involved with, you cough cough cough selfish little cunt.’

‘Ada, if you’re referring to the terrible events of getting on ten years ago, as I remember, it was you yourself who forced me to go unprepared into the hellish district you allude to, whereupon, fully assuming that you’d sent me to my death, you sold my bed. If anyone here present is a selfish little cunt, then, unambiguously, it is you,’ he didn’t say, in ringing tones of righteous anger. Instead, Dennis passed into a state of numb mental paralysis at her first mention of ‘that other bit of London’. This was the catastrophe that he’d been half expecting since October, although not from this specific bronchial direction. He had no idea what was occurring. How had they found out where he was living? How had they got in? And why was Ada’s bruiser called Commotion Venables, for God’s sake? The impassive giant hadn’t said a word throughout this surely tense encounter. As if picking up his thoughts on her amalgam fillings, his ex-landlady continued with her accusatory account.

‘You see, we can cough cough cough cough speak openly in front of cough cough cough my pal here. She won’t hear or understand a fucking cough cough cough cough thing we say.’

At this, Ada’s companion slowly turned and stared in puzzlement towards the older woman, blue eyes narrowing and the broad forehead creasing slightly. Ada carried on, oblivious.

‘She’s a deaf cough cough cough cough mute, is cough cough cough Commotion. So, you can cough cough cough talk about the other place, and she’ll be none the cough cough wiser.’

Venables, extending one pile-driver arm, tapped lightly on the Machiavellian crone’s nearest shoulder, causing Ada to squint at her in surprised annoyance.

‘YES? WHAT DO YOU cough cough cough cough WANT?’ she bellowed at a volume she apparently believed sufficient to put paid to any hearing difficulties. The big woman stoically held Ada’s gaze throughout this address, flinching only minimally from the hail of spit and the pointless amplification. Waiting until she was satisfied that the hag’s utterance was concluded, Venables lifted two fingers to her own plump lips and shook her head with great solemnity. With the same digits, she next tugged at her right earlobe, this time nodding vigorously and slightly widening her eyes, as if by this means to convey her point with greater clarity. Ada scowled at her, cross and mystified.

‘WHAT? WHAT ARE YOU cough cough cough cough ON ABOUT?’

At this point, somewhat nervously, Dennis ventured an interjection.

‘Ada, I think what she’s saying is that she can’t talk, but she can hear.’

His erstwhile owner blinked uncomprehendingly, then turned back to her huge associate.

‘CAN YOU cough cough cough HEAR?’

Venting a sigh that was the first sound she had made thus far, Commotion nodded once more, somewhat wearily on this second occasion, Dennis thought. As usual, Ada channelled her confusion into outrage and an emphysemic onslaught.

‘WELL, WHY cough cough cough cough cough cough cough DIDN’T YOU TELL ME?’

With no noticeable alteration of her non-expression, the female Goliath steadily surveyed her partner-in-abduction with the tolerance and lowered expectations of a saint, patiently waiting until Ada’s feral brain paused its perpetual snarl for long enough to answer its own question. After a brief interval, the Shoreditch shopkeeper frowned irritably into space and muttered, ‘Oh. I see. Cough cough cough,’ followed by a series of facial contortions as she inwardly adjusted her flawed strategy.

‘THEN WHAT YOU’LL HAVE TO DO . . .’ Correcting herself with a grimace halfway through the sentence, Ada carried on less volubly. ‘Then what you’ll have to do is cough cough cough cough go and wait out in the passage till I’m cough cough cough cough done with him,’ which Dennis didn’t like the sound of. Done with him? Although Commotion Venables had been the only one administering any violence thus far, he’d formed the impression from their brief acquaintance that she was, despite her brutishness, probably sane. He therefore watched in trepidation as the headscarf-clad enforcer stood up from his sofa, glared resentfully at Ada, then went out to loiter in the hallway as she’d been instructed, putting his door on the latch and closing it behind her. Dennis was alone with possibly his third- or fourth-worst nightmare, out of some horrendously stiff competition.

After a few moments’ thought, his all but mummified accuser picked the lamp up from the table, holding it between her spidery hands and setting it down on the unswept carpet near her feet. The only practical result was that the tiny woman’s shadow suddenly hulked up behind her like a bison, with her deformed hairdo stretching out across the ceiling, and the small room instantly became the set of a detective drama from the 1930s, or some silent thing from Germany, all full of hypnotists and skew-whiff windows. In fact, Ada’s ruined features, being underlit, were very much like those of that bald vampire-insect bloke with the long fingernails. The change of lighting had been so deliberate and theatrical that Dennis would have laughed, had his next thought not been that his one-time landlady had, in every likelihood, done this before. She peered at him with withering contempt, so at least that aspect of their relationship remained unchanged, which was a kind of reassurance.

‘Well, then. Here we cough cough cough cough cough cough are, you cough cough cough cough cough fucking deserter. In the cough cough Foreign Legion they’d have fucking shot you and no cough cough cough cough questions asked. Cough cough.’

‘Ada, what are you talking about? Have you gone mad? What are you doing in my flat, and why have you and your mate taped me to an armchair? How is this about the Foreign Legion?’

Probably she sneered, although sneers being her perennial expression it was hard to tell.

‘Don’t you cough cough cough come the fucking innocent with me, you cough cough cough absconding little shit. And the cough cough cough Foreign Legion was a cough cough metaphor, or parable, or one of them. I thought I’d cough cough brought you up better than cough cough cough cough that, but no! First sign of cough cough fucking cough cough cough cough trouble and you run away like Roger fucking cough cough cough cough Bannister. You make me fucking cough cough cough cough cough cough cough cough sick.’ Her Park Drive having gone out mid-admonishment, Ada inserted its damp hindquarters approximately where she’d stuck its long-forgotten fellows, and immediately lit another one. Dennis had no idea where to start.

‘Look, first, you didn’t bring me up. I was cheap labour at the shop, and you as good as kept me in a kennel. As for all this other stuff, what am I reckoned to have run away from?’

Drawing deep upon her just-lit fag, she pinched her lips into a second anus and exhaled a further jet of choking smog into her prisoner’s uncomprehending face, one more Gestapo gesture that she’d picked up at the pictures and had added to her nasty repertoire. He closed his eyes against the sting, and wondered why she didn’t go all out and give herself a monocle and five-inch duelling scar.

‘Don’t cough cough cough cough give me that. You know full cough cough cough well what you’ve done. You’ve run away from your cough cough cough cough cough cough responsibilities. You’ve cough cough cough reneged on your agreement, you cough cough reneging little fucker. Chickened out of your arrangement with cough cough cough you know where.’

Now they were getting somewhere. Somewhere bad, admittedly, but somewhere nonetheless. He struggled to compose a counterargument, distracted by the still-unfinished copy of Casino Royale, splayed face down atop a pile of magazines and papers on his sideboard. Would its hero find his current circumstances, tied up and interrogated by a woman, in some way arousing? Was that what the secret service did to people? None of this was helpful in constructing his rebuttal.

‘What arrangement? What responsibilities? I take it that by “you know where” you mean the other London, yeah? Ada, that was just something horrible that happened to me getting on ten years ago. There wasn’t an agreement. There was only the enormous mess that you’d involved me in, and me attempting to get out of it. It isn’t like I signed a contract with them.’

Ada narrowed eyes that were already archery slits.

‘That’s not what cough cough cough cough I heard. From what I was cough cough told, once you’re mixed up with you know where, it’s you know where what cough cough cough decides when it requires your cough cough cough cough cough cough fucking cough cough services.’

Actually, now he thought about it, Dennis distantly remembered Austin Spare once saying something very similar, but this had been when Dennis was eighteen and hadn’t realised that the workings of the world applied to him as well. Aware that he was losing ground in the debate, he plunged ahead regardless, sure that he could find the weak points in her addled reasoning.

‘Ada, even if that was true, I haven’t heard a whisper out of . . . out of you know where since 1949.’ Alright, the matter of the key, Joe Meek, the riots in Notting Hill, the Inferred Saracen and Buddy Holly was a bit more than a whisper, but was probably not relevant to the affair in hand, and, anyway, would only complicate the case that he was putting to his jury, judge and Torquemada. ‘How can I have run away before I knew that there was anything to run away from?’

Suddenly slamming her wizened fist down on the coffee table, Ada shouted, ‘You cough cough cough cough tell me!’ and then said, ‘Ow, cough cough cough fuck,’ because she’d hurt her hand. Recovering, she thrust the blighted desert of her face in worryingly close proximity to his, and hissed her vitriolic checkmate.

‘I can read you like a fucking cough cough book! You must have got cough cough cough wind of what was coming, so you slung your hook and nobody saw you for cough cough cough cough dust! If you cough cough cough didn’t know something was up, why did you make sure you were un-cough cough cough cough cough-traceable? You done a moonlight flit from Bethnal Green and never let me know where you were cough cough going, covering your fucking tracks like a cough cough cough cough Apache scout. And when I try to find that cough cough cough nice John McAllister, to ask him where you’ve gone, I find you’ve cough cough cough cough cough cough vanished him and all, as if you were a cough cough cough criminal mastermind. Well, cough cough cough cough fucking Moriarty, finally you’ve met your Hercules cough cough cough fucking Poirot!’

There was so much wrong with this, but Dennis knew he had to concentrate on the essential facts or he was lost.

‘First of all, Tolerable John, he went up north two or three years ago, to work on the Manchester Guardian. He got a better job, that’s all. It wasn’t anything to do with me. And as for why I didn’t let you know my new address when I moved out of Bethnal Green, that was because . . . look, Ada, please don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t like you. I don’t like you as a person, I don’t like being anywhere near you, and just thinking of you makes my scalp crawl. No offence.’

Her mostly toothless mouth fell open in such unaffected, genuine surprise that for a giddy moment he was half convinced that she had feelings, and that he had hurt them. Then she spoke.

‘Well, what’s that cough cough cough cough got to do with anything? Dennis, nobody cough cough cough cough cough cough likes me. I’m intentionally fucking cough cough cough cough cough unbearable. If everybody who cough cough cough didn’t like me fucking disappeared, there’d be cough cough cough cough nobody left this side of Watford.’

Which had an internal logic that was nigh on indisputable. Helpless to shrug for all the insulation tape, with movements of his neck and head he tried to foster the impression he was shrugging helplessly. ‘Ada, I’m telling you the truth. The only thing I’ve ever run away from has been you, like when I tried to join the army. If there’s something up in the Great . . . something up in you know where, then why don’t you just tell me what it is and what I’m meant to do about it?’

Ada tossed her head with what might have looked like imperious disdain had her hair moved at all, but, as it was, resembled only the convulsion of a badly varnished puppet. On the ceiling, her vast twin, flat and malformed, lurched through a parody of her deportment, though behind her back.

‘Because I’m not cough cough cough privy to that information, am I, you cough cough cough dibby bleeder? It’s just them who cough cough cough already know too much who get told things like that, because they’re cough cough cough cough cough expendable. It’s only when this cough cough cough cough fucking cannon fodder gets it in its head to bugger cough cough cough cough off and hide under the bed, that other people – cough cough cough cough decent people, Dennis, not like you – that other people get dragged in to do their cough cough cough cough cough cough dirty work.’

Taken aback by this, particularly by the words ‘expendable’, ‘cannon’ and ‘fodder’, the only rejoinder he could marshal was, ‘But I’m, I’m, I’m a decent people. Decent person.’

Pinching out her cigarette before consigning it to what must have by then been a fag cemetery in her deconsecrated hair, she studied him with hooded eyeballs and, decisively, she shook her head.

‘Cough cough cough decent people don’t have a great stack of tit-books on their cough cough cough cough fucking sideboard.’

Just about to state offendedly that what was actually a rather slender pile of QT magazines was the accumulated copies sent to its contributors, he realised that in fact this made things worse. Unable to contest the issue further, he was forced uncomfortably back to the main minefield of their as-yet-unexploded conversation.

‘Yeah, but, look, so, anyway, what dirty work? And who are all these other people that you’re saying I’ve dragged in?’ While he was stumbling over the last syllables of this, he knew with sudden certainty that this was going to be about Joe Meek, and Dennis having given Meek the key that had most probably sparked off the riots in Notting Hill, and all of that. Of course! Meek was the only person he’d dragged into anything. What he should do is blurt the name out first before she said it, make a full confession so that she’d go easy. She was staring at him, icicles hung from her sight line.

‘Well, there’s cough cough cough cough me, for one. And cough cough cough cough Mrs Venables. We’ve both of us got cough cough better things we could be doing cough cough cough tonight, instead of listening to you and your cough cough cough cough fucking excuses.’

Dennis let himself relax a little. This wasn’t about Joe Meek.

‘But it’s not cough cough cough cough us you should be saying cough cough sorry to, for all the cough cough cough cough fucking inconvenience. If there’s anybody who you should be on your cough cough cough cough fucking knees and begging for cough cough forgiveness, it’s that cough cough cough cough cough cough young girl.’

Dennis tensed himself once more. This wasn’t about Joe Meek.

‘What, what, what, what young girl?’

Ada just shook her brittle head, disgusted.

‘She came in my shop cough cough cough scared out of her wits and trying not to cough cough cough cough fucking show it. A brave little cough cough cough cough fucker she was, not like you. She asked me where you were, and when I said I didn’t cough cough cough cough fucking know and didn’t fucking care, she started cough cough cough cough cough cough crying. She said that you were her last cough cough cough hope, and when I said in that case she was cough cough fucking doomed, that seemed to cough cough cough cough make things worse. I shut the shop and made her a cough cough cough cup of tea. In dribs and cough cough drabs, she told me how she’d cough cough cough taken you in, and how you’d got her tangled up with Jack cough cough cough Spot, and worse than that, how you’d exposed her to cough cough cough cough cough you know fucking where.’

Wait. Wait a minute. Oh Christ, was she talking about . . .?

‘She said you know cough cough where was having problems, what it needed someone from this cough cough cough place to sort out. And since you and your cough cough cough cough shifty mates were either dead, disabled, disinclined or cough cough cough cough fucking disappeared, she’d been informed she was the next one to cough cough walk the fucking plank. Dennis, if you could see the cough cough cough cough misery you’ve caused that girl by running cough cough cough cough off, you’d hang your cough cough greasy fucking cough cough cough cough head in shame! Lovely green eyes like that, and they were full of cough cough cough cough fucking tears.’

Grace Shilling. She was talking about Grace.

His mental souvenirs of 1949 – the painful ones like Ada, or the other London, or his secret crime in somewhere not quite Soho – he had done a fairly good job of repressing, at least until relatively recently. He’d not repressed his memory of Grace, however, so much as he’d amputated it and then hidden its stump beneath one pinned-up shirtsleeve of his heart. When it became apparent that they wouldn’t, shouldn’t, couldn’t be together, he’d excised her from his thoughts and dreams because it hurt too much. He didn’t think he’d loved her, or not in the way that people do in songs, but he had really, really fancied her until he’d learned how old she was and, subsequently, whited her from recollection like an inconvenient member of the Politburo. Now, if he was picking up the dashes and wet dots of Ada’s phlegmy Morse correctly, Grace was being pulled into the hell yards of the different city, all because he hadn’t been around to take her place. And as the towering iron waves of guilt smashed in, he understood that, after all, there was somebody who he wouldn’t see condemned to that fluorescent purgatory ahead of him. She mustn’t ever see a Pope of Blades.

‘Ada, this girl, she had red hair, right? This was Grace, Grace Shilling? Look, you’ve got to get me unstuck from this chair, so I can get to her and do the job before she has to. Come on, let me up. She’s the last person that I’d wanted to fall foul of all that fucking madness.’

Coffin Ada’s narrowed eyes were, by this juncture, little more than hairline fractures.

‘You must think I’m cough cough cough cough fucking cough cough soft. What, let you go so you can bugger off and cough cough cough cough emigrate? You’re nothing but a cowardly cough cough cough conscientious cough cough cough objecting little weasel, Dennis, and I wouldn’t cough cough trust you any further than I cough cough cough could fucking throw you.’

He could almost smell her malice, pungent and eye-watering. He found that he was shouting.

‘Ada, isn’t that why you came round here, so that you could tell me about Grace, and I could help her? How can I do that if I’m stuck to an armchair, you demented, poisonous old . . .’

Actually, there wasn’t an ‘almost’ about it. Ada reeked of something utterly repellent, with the acrid kick of smelling salts. Flinching as far from the mephitic odour as the insulation tape allowed, he stared at her in silent puzzlement for a few moments before he identified the source of the unbearable aroma: from his former landlady’s right temple there arose a single strand of levitated knitting wool, pearl grey, that curled unhurriedly towards the shadow-crowded ceiling. Gazing with a look of pained incomprehension into her defiantly crazed eyes, he didn’t quite know what to say.

‘Ada, your head’s on fire.’

She snorted with derision.

‘You might cough cough fucking think so, Dennis! You might cough cough cough cough think that I’m cough cough deranged, but there’s a cough cough cough cough method in my fucking cough cough cough cough cough cough cough cough madness!’

‘No. No, Ada, your head, it’s literally on fire.’

‘Insults won’t cough cough help you, you cough cough cough cough cough cough cough . . .’

Possibly because of all the smoke – of which she was unwittingly the cause – the bronchial cannonade went on and on so that she never reached the next word in her sentence, which was very probably ‘little’ or ‘fucking’. When it became clear to all concerned that she intended to do nothing else but cough for the remainder of her perhaps soon-concluded life, Dennis’s flat door was flung open by Commotion Venables, who’d clearly been eavesdropping from the passageway despite Ada’s instructions. Ada, doubled over on the couch and deafened by her own tubercular eruptions, remained unaware of both her comrade’s entrance and the column of industrial fumes she was herself now wearing like a ghostly hat. Venables instantly assessed the situation, staring at the back of her employer’s smouldering head with angry incredulity before continuing immediately through the expressionistic lighting into Dennis’s cramped kitchen, offstage right. While Ada was approximately halfway through a second or third page of coughs, the thick-limbed dreadnought reappeared holding a dainty milk jug that she’d evidently borrowed from Dennis’s mismatched tea set. With her features once again a rigid Easter Island mask and without hesitation, Venables threw the three-quarters-full jug’s contents over the surprised old woman’s hair and face. This, at a stroke, appeared to put an end to the combustion and the coughing fit alike. Spluttering and astounded, rivulets of day-old dairy produce running in her wrinkles, Ada’s startled and indignant eyes met those of her confederate.

‘WHAT DID YOU . . .’ Then, remembering, in marginally quieter tones, ‘What did you do that for? I thought you were still in the passage. Cough cough cough. Have you gone off your head?’

The tall enforcer tilted forward, stooping until her visage was on a level with that of the seated Ada. Breathing loudly down her nose like an infuriated bull and fixing Ada with a gaze of fierce intent, Commotion Venables pointed towards the bookshop owner’s singed and dripping skull then lifted the same hand to her own larger cranium, the fingers waggling as though trickling upwards to suggest either fast-rising flames, or smoke, or both. Ada replied with an uncomprehending squint.

‘Eels? Cough cough cough. Eels in me hair? What are you cough cough saying?’

Venables sighed, shook her head resignedly, then straightened up to her full height before advancing ponderously around the coffee table’s end in Dennis’s direction. As she did, the mute colossus drew a small but wickedly sharp knife, of the kind normally employed for gutting fish, out of her raincoat pocket. Dennis’s intestines tensed with stage fright in anticipation of their imminent public appearance, but as he attempted to contrive some vocal protest that was more coherent than just sobbing, Ada’s silent and deadpan accomplice bent towards him and began to slice methodically into the sturdy tape that glued him to his seat, at which the only protests came from Ada.

‘Cough. What are you playing at? I’m not cough cough cough finished with him yet!’

Commotion stood and turned to face the tracheal spray of her accuser. First, she took a step or two with an exaggerated limping gait, gestured at Dennis with the knife, and finally, using her other hand, she jerked its thumb back over her left shoulder, vaguely westwards, glaring warningly throughout at Ada. Although Dennis hadn’t understood the first non-word of this exchange, it seemed that his landlady-turned-kidnapper had absorbed its gist. Scowling resentfully at her henchwoman, Ada muttered, ‘I cough cough cough cough suppose you’re right,’ then busied herself with the wreckage of her hair as Venables resumed armed conflict with the insulation tape. While doing this, the scarf-clad behemoth lifted her gaze to Dennis’s, and, with an almost imperceptible nod back across her shoulder towards Ada, rolled her eyes theatrically. Just as unnoticeably, Dennis nodded. Despite the communication barrier, it was clear that him and the big lass at least agreed on something.

During this unfastening, Ada stood fingering her scalp, transparently annoyed. She’d managed to recover three of the milk-sodden fag ends from her barnet and was studying their remains in angry disappointment. ‘Well, all these are fucking cough cough cough cough ruined, for a start.’ The fourth half-cigarette had comprehensively disintegrated into peelings of wet paper and a tiny autumn of tobacco flakes, distributed throughout the right half of her hair-meringue, where it would remain visible for the next week or so. By this time, with his last restraints now severed, Dennis was up on his feet and tearing the remaining strips of beige tape from his clothing, inwardly careering between his frantic concern for Grace and purely personal affront at having been abused by this insufferable Shoreditch goblin. Ripping a recalcitrant adhesive stripe from one lapel, he made his deep disgruntlement apparent, or as much as he dared do so.

‘How did you get in here, anyway?’

Her pub-piano ivory eyes alighted briefly on him, pupils shrivelling with disdain.

‘Commotion done the cough cough lock on the front door with a cough cough cough bit of wire, and this one with a cough cough cough cough bit of plastic. You’re cough cough cough lucky you weren’t fucking burgled.’

‘Lucky? Ada, how did you know where I was?’ Remembering his similarly unexpected visit from Joe Meek, he took a guess. ‘Don’t tell me. You’re another one who’s tracked me down through the New Musical Express.’

She stared at him, with sour milk in one eyebrow and a look of flat disinterest.

‘Dennis, cough cough cough I don’t know what that is. No, I just thought, “Well, he’s a cough cough feller under fifty in the cough cough cough East End,” so I asked Irene Garrett if her cough cough cough cough Susan knew your whereabouts. And here we cough cough are.’

There wasn’t much that he could say to that. Although he knew that having slept with Susan Garrett had no rational bearing upon Ada’s gross assault against his person, property and privacy, he couldn’t help but feel that, at some point in the last thirty seconds, he had lost the moral high ground. While Commotion Venables fastidiously set his lamp back on the coffee table and dispelled the ghoulish underlighting, Dennis cast around for something to restore his sense of being the offended party. It was only when his eyes fell on the builder’s holdall with its jutting tools that he recalled its presence, thus far unexplained, and gave it serious consideration. This took only a few moments.

‘Ada, were you . . . were you going to torture me?’

She screwed her features up, practically countersank them, and subjected him to an intense glare that was threatening, defiant and resentful, but was in no way apologetic. Yes, then.

‘Don’t think that it cough cough cough cough would have been me first time.’

The look Dennis was now throwing her fell a fair distance short of disbelief.

‘But . . . but what would have been the point of that? You only had to tell me that Grace was in trouble, I’d have been there like a shot. How would it help if you’d sawed off my hand?’

She sniffed dismissively.

‘Your cough cough cough cough ear, actually. It seemed as though it might be something the cough cough cough situation called for, that’s all.’ By now Venables, still with the manner of one greatly put upon, was in the act of zipping up the bag in question, which appeared to capture Ada’s wandering attention. ‘NOT SO . . . not so cough cough fast. Leave the cough cough cough hammer out, so I’ve got something to cough cough protect meself in case he cough cough cough cough jumps us.’

Wearily regarding Dennis and then looking back to Ada, the unspeaking bodyguard mimed a brief, mirthless laugh before resuming her aggrieved expression. Seemingly too tired or bored to argue, she pulled back the holdall’s zip and rummaged in its depths, at length producing a claw hammer that she handed her taskmaster with a striking absence of enthusiasm. In her Jackson Pollock slippers, depilated dressing-gown and dead-cat coat, with the blunt implement held up before her like a ceremonial mace, hair full of curds and Park Drive dandruff, Coffin Ada Benson looked more perfectly herself than he could previously remember seeing her. Extinguishing the table lamp, the women ushered Dennis through into his hallway, and from there into the slip and slither of the January night outside. Commotion Venables, it turned out, had a car parked in the murk just a short distance up Old Castle Street, a dented grey thing, possibly a Vauxhall, with a windscreen wiper missing. Shuffling through the snow in just her slippers, hammer raised defensively, Ada’s pedal extremities must have been soaking wet and near to frozen, though her set expression gave no sign that she had noticed this. Climbing into the back beside his erstwhile landlady, Dennis assumed that Ada’s feet must have stopped talking to her years ago, along with almost everybody else.

No one was saying anything, so that Commotion’s irritated gestures to the car and its rear seating seemed gregarious. In an effort to both puncture the strained silence and learn more about his menacing new circumstances, Dennis asked where they were going, at which Ada shrank away from him, brandished the hammer and hissed, ‘You’ll cough cough cough cough find out!’ With her huge frame compressed into the driver’s seat in front of Ada, Venables sighed in exasperation but could evidently not be bothered to turn and confront the pointlessly belligerent old bat. Instead, she leaned across the steering wheel, breathed loudly on the inside of the windscreen, and then, with one sausage finger, inscribed the word SOHO in the beading condensation. The potential hammer-murderer sharing the back seat tutted disapprovingly, Commotion turned the key in the ignition, and Dennis’s groan at finding out their destination was drowned in the throaty splutter of an engine with a chest complaint that rivalled Ada’s. The protracted crunch of ice and gravel as they pulled out from the kerbside sounded like the mills of the Almighty, that ground slowly, but exceeding small.

Through grubby glass, the modern night smeared past. Houndsditch contorted into Bishopsgate, a narrow field ploughed into brown slush furrows by its traffic. In the back seat, Dennis sat in turmoil, eyes glued to the slowly disappearing letters writ in breath on the front screen. Why were they taking him to Soho? Inwardly he was a bubbling stew of incompatible emotions, where concern for Grace he didn’t know he had clashed with his overwhelming fear of you know where. He’d sooner die than tread those maddening avenues again, but was surprised to find he’d sooner roast in hell than have Grace Shilling tread them in his stead. That meant he’d loved her, didn’t it? Meant that somewhere inside him he still did. All of his options were unthinkable. Out through the right side window he could see St Paul’s, emerging from the drifts around its chalk-white steps and pillars, as though the cathedral were made only out of snow. There was the blurring frieze of Ludgate Hill, then Fleet Street, then into the dazzle of the Strand, and if he risked a sideways glance at Ada, she would raise her iron gavel and glare meaningfully, albeit with a meaning that was lost on him. Charing Cross Road, blazing marquees at Leicester Square, and with the motorcars of evening being fewer and so faster than their daylight counterparts, it seemed like only minutes before Venables turned on the indicators and steered left into Old Compton Street, well trodden but still deep in arctic soapflakes. Almost instantly, their vehicle grumbled to a stop outside what seemed to be a newsagent’s, and their voiceless chauffeur switched off its engine.

Ada indicated that she wanted Dennis to get out of the parked car by gesturing towards his side door with the hammer, which was more than eloquent. Out on the winter varnish of the pavement he stood dazed and shivering, trying to collect himself while fighting off the urge to simply bolt: this was the first time he’d seen Soho after dark in years, save for a few unpleasant dreams. Further along Old Compton Street, closer to Wardour Street, a skinny blonde inviting hypothermia tottered at speed to her next engagement, with performance lingerie spilling from a crammed suitcase. Closer by, at the street’s other end, a jocular quartet of Teds reeled noisily from kerb to kerb before continuing down Charing Cross Road, out of sight and earshot. Other than infrequent motor-growls and skimming headlight-puddles, the notorious district seemed unusually deserted for a Friday night, its plunging temperature converting it to an abandoned ice rink, where even the photographs of breasts adorning the club entrances looked upsettingly chilly.

Climbing from the car behind him, Coffin Ada and her uncommunicative hireling flanked him and directed his attention to the shopfront they’d pulled up outside, the vanishingly tiny newsagent’s that was apparently their destination. Its front window was chock-full of newspapers, though even through the evening gloom they didn’t look like English ones. The painted signboard up above seemed to perhaps confirm this first impression, by identifying the place only as ‘The French’, sounding less like a paper shop the more that Dennis thought about it. The establishment, according to its hanging cardboard tag, appeared to be closed for the night, but there were lights on at its rear, and when Commotion Venables tried the front door, it opened without protest. The two women shepherded him through into a dimly lit interior, Ada behind him with her instrument of death wielded aloft.

Inside was noticeably warmer and, as noticeably, wasn’t a newsagent’s, French or otherwise. The lingering perfume of cigarettes and coffee indicated that this was a caff of some sort, possibly the thinnest one he’d ever seen, just barely wider than a passageway from wall to wall. In the dim light that filtered from a back room of the premises, he could make out the lengthy counter, stretching down the room’s right side away from him, while on the left there stood a file of little tables and attendant stools, with hardly any space between these borders. Prodded in his back by what felt like the hammerhead, he stumbled forward down this narrow aisle after Commotion Venables – who had been forced to turn side-on – towards the weak light at the room’s far end. Halfway along the darkened countertop, he numbly noted a glass-covered plate where rested one of those French buns shaped like a crescent, unless it was simply curling up with age.

Beyond the elongated bar, the room had space to widen out into an area with several tables, each with a few seats arranged around it, and without the claustrophobic sense that walls were closing in. This hideout was illuminated by a single hanging bulb, its radiance percolating through a yellow lampshade, lending a low dive the Old Testament warmth and the gold of a Renaissance painting. Some chairs had been commandeered to form a makeshift couch or bed up in the top right corner, where a wounded veteran slumped in repose, attended by a sulky-faced young woman in a dull brown overall who, with the elegiac lighting, helped provide Crimean undertones to an affecting scene. As Dennis and his two abductors shuffled out into a somehow noble glow, the mangled figure resting on his improvised cot struggled upright as though to receive them.

‘Ada! And Commotion! And, unless I’m much mistaken, you’ve brought Elvis Presley with yer. Come on in, you lovely lot. Welcome to my miasma.’

Ironfoot Jack Neave wasn’t looking at his best, but if you put to one side that the man was evidently at death’s door, Dennis would have to say that he was ageing well: the thick locks, which escaped an indoor Homburg that was fused to a well-basted scalp, now trailed around his shoulders and were the near white of underpants. The King of the Bohemians and Needies – of the travelling tradesmen, con men, fortune-tellers and theatricals between engagements – had, during the intervening years, acquired an air of the Arthurian, albeit air that wasn’t fit to breathe. Neave reeked, steeping in an accumulated marinade of lost nights, trouser accidents, pickled intestines, faltering lusts. Miasma was the word, without a doubt. Studying the recumbent hawker’s withered leg and compensatory metal boot, Dennis belatedly saw what Commotion Venables’s foot-dragging pantomime had been attempting to convey. Through watering eyes, through Neave’s morbid and unselfconscious farts, he gazed down at the hastily assembled deathbed of his partly scrap-iron friend.

The patently annoyed girl in the knee-length overall at this point made a great display of standing up and loudly scraping back her wooden chair. She stared at the three new arrivals with an unsurprised dislike, and when she spoke, she turned out to be Irish.

‘Well, if yer zookeepers have arrived, perhaps I can be getting on about me business. Make sure ye’re awake and decent before Bernard opens up, tomorrow mornin’. And if ye could fumigate the place as well, that’d be champion.’

Grabbing a raincoat the same colour as her overall from off the counter’s end, she navigated the slim, unlit corridor towards the shopfront and escape without a backwards glance. Neave chuckled amiably through bad insides, which sounded like the emptying of a blocked drain.

‘The light o’ my life, you are, Bridget. Always bathing me in compliments.’

‘Ye should try soap and water sometime, ye disgustin’ pig. You be sure to lock up when ye’ve turned out yer mates.’ There was the sound of a door jingling open and then thudding shut. Even the clack of her receding heels along Old Compton Street was faintly disapproving.

The remaining foursome looked at one another while a fat moth battered itself noisily towards extinction under the banana-coloured shade. Neave lifted eyes amused by their own melancholy, wet and rueful beneath hanging-garden eyebrows, but it was to Ada that he spoke.

‘Where did yer find ’im, then?’

Ada was lighting up another fag, necessitating a brief pause before she answered.

‘He was cough cough cough cough hiding down in Aldgate, reading cough cough dirty books and tupping cough cough cough cough cough cough Irene Garrett’s eldest.’

Angered by this blunt assessment, Dennis had indignantly exclaimed ‘I wasn’t hiding!’ before recognising this as an admission that he had been doing both the other items on the vile old biddy’s terse and lurid list. With his defences thus already compromised, he nonetheless elected to press on. ‘The only thing that I was hiding from was Ada. The way she hunts people down, she’s like one of them horrors out of Greek mythology. It was just her that I was steering clear of. Nothing else.’

Neave’s carious smile was tired and wise.

‘Now, that’s not strictly on the level, is it? Yer’ve not passed the time o’ day with me or our mate Mr Blincoe since Clem Atlee were in charge. We’ve not seen ’ide nor ’air o’ yer. It’s alright, Dennis. Only natural, wantin’ to avoid the, shall we say, the other place. Don’t think that I’ve not tried it in me time, but it don’t work like that. The other place, it can be quite demandin’.’

Dennis found it hard to muster a denial. While it was the honest truth that he’d specifically been dodging Ada, he’d of course been dodging everybody else as well, avoiding anyone who might in any way connect him with the other place. With you know where. Caught out, he just said, ‘Um,’ made a peculiar ducking motion with his duck’s-arse haircut, looking pointedly away from Neave into an unlit corner of the coffee shop’s back room. Obligingly, the ailing Soho chancer chose not to pursue the point but, instead, turned his limpid gaze on Coffin Ada.

‘Ada, love, what are yer doin’ with that ’ammer? And yer drippin’ milk on poor old Bernard’s floor. What’s all that muck what you’ve got in yer ’air?’

Dennis’s former landlady pushed out a lower lip far too vestigial to curl, nodded contemptuously towards Commotion Venables and said unhelpfully, ‘Ask her!’, at which the bigger woman merely closed her eyes and sighed. Ada at least appeared sufficiently chastised to quietly put down the hammer on the countertop, unmentioned, as if she’d never been holding it. Dennis decided that he’d had enough of this lamplit discussion, going nowhere like the concussed moth.

‘Jack, what’s all this about? What are you doing here?’

The poorly tended hedgerows over Neave’s eyes lifted mournfully without dislodging the resigned half-smile.

‘What am I doin’ ’ere? Well, that’s a thing what’s easily resolved. I’m goin’ ’ome, mate. Droppin’ off the twig. Kickin’ the bucket wi’ me bad leg so it makes a clatter. Cancer’s what they reckon, but metal fatigue’s my theory. I might ’ave another year, or so I’m told, but that’s me lot. The Problem of Existence, Dennis, fast becomes insoluble. And if I’ve ’ad me chips, establishments like pubs or caffs are my preferred ’ospital wards. Infirmaries like this one ’ere—’ He gestured to their coffee-ringed surroundings. ‘I find that yer gets a better class o’ patient than what you’d do on the National ’ealth or suchlike: Crisp, Freud, Bacon – Bernard ’as ’em all in ’ere.’

Still dazed by the announcement of his comrade’s imminent mortality, Dennis was having trouble following the lurch of Ironfoot’s conversation. Crisp fried bacon? What was that to do with anything? But, before he could ask, Neave’s discourse had moved on to other matters.

‘Now, regardin’ your first query as to what this is abaht, this is abaht the other place, and I’m afraid that I must ask these lovely women to retire to up the shop’s top end, so as they don’t ’ear nothin’ untoward. Give us a minute, ladies, if yer would.’

Surprisingly, Ada and her assistant merely nodded, as if this precaution should go without saying, and began to make their way back up towards the French’s darkened entrance. After a few shuffling steps, though, Ada paused and turned to frown mistrustfully at the recumbent Ironfoot.

‘Hang on. So, did you cough cough cough cough know that she weren’t deaf, as well?’

Neave’s great, grey eyes wrinkled in turtle puzzlement.

‘What are you on abaht? O’ course I did. Dogs in the street know she’s not deaf.’

Curdling her features into one of their more poisonous configurations, Ada glared at the long-suffering Venables accusingly. ‘You cough cough cough tell everybody else, and never cough cough breathe a word to me! What have you got to cough cough cough cough cough say for yourself?’ The strapping hireling just looked tired. Shaking her scarf-wrapped head, she turned and carried on into the shadows at the far end of the lengthy counter, her offended senior coughing, shuffling and tutting in her wake. Other than the distant report of Ada’s pulmonary artillery fire from the blacked-out front room, Ironfoot Jack and Dennis were alone now on their pinched, yellow-lit stage. The invalided local legend tipped his Homburg’s brim towards one of the nearby chairs and indicated that his visitor should draw it up to the improvised bedside, so that they could have their confidential chat. Under the hanging shade, the punch-drunk moth, dazzled and doomed, realised that there was no way out of this.

While Neave lit a preliminary cigarette, Dennis allowed himself to take in where he was; to absorb the licked-battery ambience of Soho, with its atmospheres and ectoplasms rising like the damp. Despite the abdicated snowbound streets, he knew the district’s meaty life was all still going on in flats and clubs and cellars everywhere around him. He could feel the souring energy of misjudged copulations, hot and cold sweats, dues and deadlines sneaking closer in a barroom mirror, careless banter that could get you cut. Trad jazzmen, drunk and laughing at the syncopated violence of Bugs Bunny from the back row of the Tatler News Theatre on Charing Cross Road. Butchers attending to their craft like artists, and vice versa. Bent inspectors. Lavatory auditions. Near here, goosebumped girls dished insults or confessions from the cupboards that they had in lieu of dressing rooms. Near here, truant celebrities flinched from the camera, their close-up complexions pocked as if by flashbulbs. Futures were divined from the chance grouping of urinal cakes. Near here, he’d watched Clive Amery get eaten by a street, dismembered by its hungry rubbish. Waving out the spent match after he’d sparked up his Harry Rag, Jack gazed at Dennis through dilating lariats of bluish smoke.

‘What’s ’appened, Dennis, is there’s summat goin’ on in the Great When. Don’t ask me what. From what I ’eard, the City ’eads are spinnin’ in their jam jars over some new breach what they’re expectin’, gettin’ themselves in a proper two-and-eight. It sounds to me like summat nasty’s ’appened, an’ it’s worse than what they’re lettin’ on. Worse than your ’ampole book, at any rate. Now, breaches bein’ things from there what turns up ’ere, it’s ’ere they want investigatin’, as I understand it. And what they want is an ’alfway normal-looking ’uman bein’ ’andlin’ the investigation, for which you just abaht qualify. That’s ’ow come you ’ad Ada an’ poor old Commotion ’untin’ you dahn like a rabbit. That, young Mr Knuckleyard, is, in a nutshell, what this is abaht.’

There was an anvil in Dennis’s stomach now. Unwanted memories of the City Heads as he’d last seen them clicked up on a dusty slide projector in his forebrain: a tribunal of the other London’s most esteemed decapitations, whispering under glass. Hard on the heels of this came his sure knowledge that the awful breach this parliament of craniums was so concerned about – worse even than the Hampole book that had near finished him in 1949 – was bound to be that bloody key, the one he’d been presented with right after what he’d done to Clive. Which nobody, especially the City Heads, must ever know about, because in this place, that was murder and would see him hung, while in the other place, simply allowing Clive in was a breach that could see Dennis worse than hung. And if it did turn out to be the key, how was he going to investigate himself? Stupid with shock, his mental processes were in slow motion, the mind turning like a cement mixer. Trying to fill his own protracted silence, he kicked up a dust of what he knew was futile protest.

‘But, but, but why me? It’s not like I’m experienced or anything. Could, could, could, couldn’t Austin do it, Austin Spare? Or, or, or Monolulu? They’d do a much better job than me.’

Ironfoot exhaled a writhing salamander of tobacco fumes and shook his broad-brimmed head regretfully. The moth went on with its decaying orbit of the fatal bulb.

‘You ’ave been out o’ touch with us lot, ’aven’t yer? Awstin, ’e popped ’is clogs two or three years back now. Evaporated into the old elements, so ’e can’t do it, I’m afraid. An’ Monolulu won’t. ’e’s not been in the When since that time you an’ ’im were there, an’ ’e ’ad Charmin’ fuckin’ Peter tell ’im ’ow ’is death was gunna be caused by black magic. Lost ’is bottle altogether, Monolulu ’as.’

Dennis gaped, dumbstruck. Spare was dead? The Brixton artist and magician had been startling, but memorably kind and likeable. The last time that they’d met, he’d said he hoped that Dennis would call in to see him now and then, so they could stay in contact. Of course, Dennis had done nothing of the sort – had done the opposite, in fact, wanting to distance himself from the faintest smudge of the miraculous. This sudden pang of guilt, however, was immediately overruled by stomach-turning dread at Ironfoot’s reference to Charming Peter. Of the Great When’s many horrors, the relentless not-quite-cat was arguably the worst. As both enforcer and high executioner to the concealed metropolis, the slinking and disturbingly articulate monstrosity was capable of turning living beings into dead ones that were inside out. The London Cat, as it was also called, had casually terrified the racing tipster and pretended African, Prince Monolulu, with a brief aside, but had appeared to harbour a specific enmity for Dennis. Cringing from the memory of rucked grey skin and bitter lemon eyes, Dennis was nonetheless presented with another brittle straw to clutch at.

‘But, I mean, like, Charming Peter, isn’t he the one in charge of sorting out this kind of thing, breaches and that? He can slip from this London to the other place without attracting much attention. Couldn’t he take care of it, or someone else from the Great When who’s sort of inconspicuous?’

Once more the Homburg hat slopped back and forth, as though afloat on troubled seas.

‘Apparently, for some reason, ’e can’t. Accordin’ to the chap what told me all this – you remember Maurice Calendar? – accordin’ to Maurice, there’s some conflict of interest bollocks what prevents that mouthy fleabag ’avin’ an involvement. An’ as for the others what can pass as normal in the short world, that just leaves Gog Blincoe and Maurice ’imself. From what I ’ear, the loaves o’ bread, even the reasonable ones like Swedenborg, weren’t keen on the idea. Said it ’ad got to be a ’uman took the job, because whatever they was lookin’ for would spot Maurice or Gog comin’ a mile away. I don’t know what they mean by that, specifically, but I’ll admit as they might have it right.’

Much as he didn’t want to, Dennis also saw the logic of the heads’ proscription. Gog and Maurice, though they looked like men up to a point, would never be the most unnoticeable of investigators. Maurice Calendar was some variety of fashion-caterpillar, a flamboyantly attired premature Teddy boy when Dennis had last seen him. And Gog Blincoe was a six-foot-six Berwick Street market trader made entirely out of wood. They were both difficult to miss. Ironfoot went on.

‘Well, there we ’ave it. No one from the Great When’s gunna cut the mustard, Awstin’s ’ad ’is lot, an’ Monolulu, ’e’s not in the game no more. And as for me, if I should set me iron boot in that fuckin’ asylum, what with my condition, it’d be the death o’ me. So, much as everyone advised against it, all that left was Dennis Knuckleyard. But ’e weren’t anywhere abaht. Do you see what I’m gettin’ at?’

Unfortunately, Dennis did. Remembering the reason he’d agreed to this malodorous rendezvous, he mouthed as much as murmured the word ‘Grace’.

‘Aye, there’s the fuckin’ rub. When you fell off the map, she was the only person we could think of who’d ’ad even second-’and exposure to the other place. Now, I knew she was dancin’ at a club what’s dahn the road – we’d seen each other in the street a time or two an’ said ’ello – so off I ’obbled and ’ung round outside the place, no doubt a sexual deviant to all appearances, until she got off work. If I’m to be completely ’onest, when I outlined my proposal, she weren’t very ’appy. Although, credit where it’s due, she ’eard me out, and said ’ow she saw the necessity o’ my predicament. Said she was very grateful for Gog Blincoe ’elpin’ you an’ ’er out wi’ Jack Spot that time, an’ said she’d go in for a natter wi’ the ’eads if you weren’t to be found, but asked if she could ’ave a week or two to see if she could dig you up. I told ’er she could ’ave until today, so off she went an’ involved Coffin Ada, an’ the rest I’m sure you know.’

The rest was chloroform, Commotion Venables, and canvas bags containing instruments for human carpentry and, yes, Dennis knew all about it. He was trying to picture Grace in the same world as tumbril governments or murder popes, discovering that this made him feel sick. His earlier resolve that Grace should never see or even hear about these things came back to him in a recriminatory rush. He had to take her place, to enter the deranging other town instead of her. She’d hauled him sobbing from the pavement after his first introduction to that squirming precinct; took him in when he had nowhere else; sat all day chaperoned by East End crooks who said they’d kill her if things didn’t work out right. He owed her this. He owed her everything. Accepting that he had to do this terrifying thing, to put himself in harm’s way so Grace Shilling didn’t have to, filled him with an unexpected sense of calm, conjured an unfamiliar feeling that was possibly the onset of maturity. This was, he thought, something a man might do. His voice was grave and level when he spoke. No squeaks. No stammers.

‘Well, you’ve found me now. I’ll do it. I’ll go in to see the City Heads and find out what they want. Just tell me what I have to do, and Grace can get on with her life.’

It was the bravest and most selfless thing he’d ever said. Jack looked at him with sympathetic oyster eyes and offered him a mirthless smile. And shook his head.

‘I’m sorry, Dennis. Yer too late. An ’our or two ago, it was, say six o’clock, when Belgian Bernard shut the shop an’ turned out all ’is customers bar me. We’d gi’ you up for lost, so Grace stuck to ’er word an’ went into the Great When of ’er own accord. Looked frit to death, she did.’

Dennis sagged in his seat, and all the air went out of him. Catastrophe, then, had already happened. Grace – beautiful, clever Grace – was in a place that could do more than kill her and, at very least, could easily send her insane. Made inarticulate with apprehension, Dennis mugged and spluttered until, in the whirlpool of his worst imaginings, he inexorably arrived at the worse yet.

‘Oh God. You didn’t send her in from this place, did you? She’s not, she’s not in . . .’

Soho Entire. The seedy quarter’s deformed twin, its howling and misshapen counterpart. A vividistrict. Bottle-wasps and cobblegators. Down a golden alleyway in 1949, Clive Amery was screaming at an onslaught of carnivorous detritus, and he’d been somebody who killed women, men and children as a pastime, as a lark. What would constrictor drainpipes do to Grace? Neave frowned.

‘O’ course I didn’t. What d’yer take me for, Ivan the fuckin’ Terrible? She went in through the Fisbo openin’ what’s off Bride Lane in Fleet Street, and I didn’t let ’er go in on ’er tod, in any case: Maurice said ’e’d escort ’er, see she was alright. Gog would ’ave done it, but it’s on a Friday night as ’e gets ’is big fruit and veg delivery.’

Dennis’s body threw itself up from the chair before his brain had issued any such instructions, an eruption of bones, joints and mackintosh, as if to join in with a barroom fight that wasn’t happening in a pub that wasn’t there. He barely knew what he was saying.

‘Jack, I’ve got to get down there so I can go in after her. If I can – I don’t know – if I can overtake them before Maurice gets her to the heads, then she can be left out of what goes on from there. This balls-up, Jack, it’s all on me. It’s not on her.’

Neave’s hat brim oscillated in agreement. Overspilling brows ascended like the safety curtain on a tragedy, above eyes that were neither confident nor optimistic.

‘Well, I don’t suppose as it would ’urt. I’m sure Maurice is lookin’ after ’er, but ’e’s been – ’ow would yer describe it? – been actin’ a bit distracted lately. ’asn’t been ’imself. But, either way, I’m sure Grace wouldn’t turn ’er nose up at an offer of additional assistance. We’ll sort summat out.’

And that, with a surprising lack of difficulty, was precisely what they did. The women were called back from the shop’s other end and readmitted to the pool of Rembrandt light and body odour that surrounded Ironfoot Jack. It was agreed, expediently and without debate, that Ada would remain there at the French to keep an eye on Neave, so that Commotion could drive Dennis down to Bride Lane, where the door by which Maurice and Grace had gone into the other London was located. ‘Mark my words, when you’ve cough cough cough dropped him off, don’t hang about and look at where he goes, or it’ll cough cough cough cough cough cough burn your eyes out.’ Knuckleyard and Neave shook hands, and Ada wished him and Commotion cough cough cough cough something, but they had to leave before they found out what it was. Though unaware that he had done so, Dennis crushed the scorched corpse of the moth, a fallen insect Icarus, beneath his boot on the way out.

Scoring a U-turn trench through the refrozen and compacted slush that dirty-blanketed Old Compton Street, they rattled out from iced-in Soho on the Charing Cross Road, heading south. Closed bookshops, open milk bars, all in blots of phosphorous like film reels melting under a projector, smearing on the passenger-side window glass. A bus, a few cars with grey mares’ tails of exhaust trailing behind them, and, unusually, a clopping horse and cart that made him briefly wonder when the last time was he’d seen one. Weeks? Surely not months? London poured by in black and white.

Beside him, hunched over the steering wheel, Commotion Venables had turned out to be more companionable than he’d anticipated. More communicative, certainly. Released from Ada’s custody, the mute’s lugubrious face and shovel hands proved eloquent and even chatty, once Dennis had grasped her manual vocabulary and adjectival face: bug-eyed and open-mouthed, tongue hanging out as if in paroxysm, was a proper noun, and indicated Coffin Ada Benson. Palms raised to Commotion’s temples and then rigidly chopped forward, followed by a strangling gesture, signified that Ada held a fixed or even blinkered worldview, and that dealing with her could at times become frustrating. Dennis ventured that he’d once seen Ada throw a customer’s own dog at them, and then they were both laughing, Dennis audibly. The frosted Strand was like a trampled Christmas cake.

They’d pulled up to a boozy Friday night on Fleet Street before Dennis had allowed himself to think about their destination, much less what would happen when they got to it. Their vehicle shuddered to a halt by the railed graveyard of St Bride’s, the printer’s church, where snow disguised the headstones’ sobering reminder with a slather of the picturesque, although the place still looked like death to Dennis. His accelerating pulse seemed to have realised where he was. Peering out through the condensation-clouded glass, London’s newspaper neighbourhood appeared more populous than the surrounding city, possibly because its journalists were drunker and thus less aware of things like temperature. He wished, and not for the first time, that Tolerable John McAllister hadn’t decamped to Manchester, so that Dennis would at least have somebody worrying about him uselessly when he was made to trespass on that dreadful heaven. Through the windscreen, the black yawn of Bride Lane’s entrance waited for him only yards ahead, yet even as he flayed himself with visions of what might be happening to Grace, he didn’t want to get out of the car. Playing for time, he cravenly attempted to extend his audio-visual dialogue with Commotion Venables.

‘Listen, I know you chloroformed me, tied me up and smacked me round the head, but I get the impression that you’re not unreasonable. So, why in God’s name are you hanging out with Ada?’

She turned down the corners of her mouth, glum as a clown, thumped one closed fist against her sternum, and then offered a defeated shrug that he interpreted as an unswerving loyalty, despite its object’s awfulness, about which the indentured servant could do nothing. He was trying to think of something else to say when Venables fixed him with a regretful smile, then looked towards the mouth of Bride Lane, just a little further up the road, and then looked back at Dennis: it was time. He opened the car door with a funereal clunk, instantly felt the chill clutch of the air outside, and was surprised when the quiet woman offered her enormous hand. He shook it, somewhat awkwardly, and then climbed from the car. She was alright, Commotion Venables. Although, for saying that, no sooner had he swung his door shut than she started up her engine and growled out of Fleet Street into Ludgate Circus, the cleared-throat accompaniment then dwindling away towards the north and Holborn. Evidently, much as she considered Ada’s various pronouncements to be wildly unreliable, she wasn’t going to risk having her eyes burned out through glimpsing what became of Dennis.

Everything was made of cold, and he felt desperately alone. A helpless glove puppet of fate, moving one leaden leg after the other, he crunched over frozen flagstones that seemed wrapped in silver paper to the gullet of Bride Lane. Across the street there stood the lamppost that he’d first encountered Grace beneath nearly ten years ago, now helmeted with snow. Its pallid light seeped not far down the lane’s slight incline, picking out retreated snowdrifts, ghostly white against the pavement’s treacherous black glaze as Dennis started his descent, dragging his feet, unless his feet were dragging him. He had to do this, but, within a pace or two, realised he couldn’t.

He just couldn’t. For one thing, he’d utterly forgotten how to do it – how to open one of the Great When’s occluded doorways. He’d tripped accidentally into the other London, or been pushed there unexpectedly, but only once before had he intentionally entered that dominion unassisted. That had also been from Bride Lane, when his friend the murderer Clive Amery had been pursuing him, and Dennis had been scared out of his mind. The surest means of opening these hidden portals was by chance, or when the entrant was preoccupied with something else – like fleeing from a hobby-killer – so that any conscious thoughts were elsewhere and could not get in the way. On that frantic occasion, Dennis had stuck out his hand almost by instinct and the marvellous unfastening had simply happened. How was he meant to repeat a trick that had been so ridiculously lucky and spontaneous?

And for another thing, unlike his earlier admission, this time there were other people in the street. There were potential witnesses. As he proceeded down the icy gradient, he saw an older man walking and talking with a woman in late middle age, perhaps work colleagues, heading up towards him on the road’s far side. On Dennis’s flank of Bride Lane, meanwhile, a pensioner out exercising his Jack Russell terrier was ponderously approaching from some distance down the way. For Dennis to just disappear into another world before a startled audience would be a breach of unimaginable consequence. He simply couldn’t do it. He was nearly halfway down the lane, nearing the point outside the old Victorian printer’s institute where he remembered the veiled entrance being, but he knew that he was going to have to call the whole thing off. Perhaps if he just waited for an hour or two until the area was deserted – but what might have happened to poor Grace by then? What might be happening already? True to form, at the first obstacle, Dennis gave up on everything.

It was in that same instant of surrender that the oncoming Jack Russell halted in its tracks, raising its sniffing, snuffling head to stare at Dennis with what seemed like dumbfounded alarm. He briefly met the terrier’s wild-eyed gaze before it turned and raced off down Bride Lane the other way, its dog lead jingling behind where it had been pulled from the owner’s grasp. Shouting and swearing, the disgruntled pensioner turned away also, stumbling after his escaping pet. Across the street, apparently oblivious to the absconding dog, the silver-haired and bookish-looking older man seized his female companion – they might both have been librarians – gently but firmly by her shoulders and said something to her. She said something back and then they kissed, eyes closed and ugly glasses bumping awkwardly together. What was going on? Something explicable but not entirely natural was happening in the frozen byway, an electrode tingle suddenly pervading the lane’s atmospherics. Without thinking, Dennis’s right arm shot out to grip a windowsill that he was passing, and two storeys of the building’s front swung outwards into lamplit dark as if on casters. It was like a monstrously weighted fire door, and before it could swing closed again, Dennis had hurled himself into the narrow opening and the next thing he knew

he’s reeling in amid skyscraper horticulture under fifty billion stars, and it’s as if he only left this state an instant since; as if the last ten years of Janice, Mandy, Susan, QT and Reveille have been no more than a momentary dream; as if this endless yet immediate Now is far more true than time, and this fantasia more believable than the scuffed real . . . estranged familiarity . . . through big grass of an unaccustomed green, Dennis wades belly-deep, ascending the same slope and awestruck by the same huge pregnancy of coloured glass as last time he was here, whatever last time means when all his visits seem increasingly to be the same occasion, with the intervening stretches of mundane events reduced to grubby hyphens . . .

cresting on to level ground, where the gargantuan flowers are spaced at wider intervals, the sounds of the Great When, without compare, are all about him now in their inimitable trill and echo . . . stiff breeze blows an eerie woodwind section from milk-bottle chimneys, every noise repeated after rhythmic intermissions, becomes fainter with each repetition as though striding off to the inaudible horizon . . . between thinning stems, he sights the blaze of what he knows to be the Upper Scandals, an unlimited equivalent of Fleet Street, all its paper buildings pebble-dashed with headline, its uneven pavements cast in heavy gold and every crack a fortune . . . shambling towards a landmark that he recognises, it occurs to him that he’s seen no sign of the floating phosphorescent gauze – an enigmatic living symbol or Arcanum known as Her Train – that he’d witnessed on his previous incursions through this garden of colossal blossoms . . . dazedly supposing that the billowing and bunching entity must presently be otherwise engaged, he steps from towering hydrangeas out on to the nugget gravel of that thoroughfare which thrives on outrage and disgrace . . . and at the foot of an unfettered Fetter Lane, she’s waiting for him, the uniquely memorable woman that he thought he’d never see again . . .

side-saddle on a stamping, snorting steed of polished bone . . .
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and Slenderhorse is made of moving crayon swipes, of crinkling tinsel lineaments, their charismatic colours those of midnight fairground bulbs . . . drawn and erased, drawn and erased again at every upstart instant’s tick, the practice sketch of a young girl, clad in the tentative impression of a tunic that has hanging folds of pleated light . . . she perches on her robust equine skeleton that shakes its skull impatiently, a sound like rattling die, and stares from empty holes with minor chips and cracks about their ivory orbits . . . one cavity has a cobweb as pretended retina . . .

the entity is waiting at the base of Fetter Lane Unchained, precisely where he saw it last, nearly ten years or seconds since, after his fatal chase with Clive, when the horsewoman had presented him with her unlucky key as first prize . . . unless this is all the same occasion, the same continuity, time crystallising to eventful ginger . . . he continues to approach the mounted luminescence, but with slowing steps across the Midas paving, unsure what the flickering Arcanum wants or what it’s doing here . . . even amid the Great When’s bubbling sounds and febrile atmospheres, he feels a weight of threat connected to the creature’s presence that he does not wholly understand, as if the shimmering rider represents a danger he has thus far failed to recognise, neglected to appreciate . . . the inexpressive pen stroke of the lips disintegrates to dust and sparks then reconfigures as a smile, and in that moment Dennis understands why he should be afraid of her . . .

the one whose tumbling kerchief had commenced the murder derby, pitting him in contest with Clive Amery through boiling avenues to raptor alleyways . . . the one who’d waited on her fleshless shire horse to receive the winner and survivor of that homicidal scamper, to present her cryptic prize to him while he was still undone by having killed someone . . . the one who makes a nonsense out of his resolve that nobody should ever find out what became of Clive . . . the one who knows already . . . all of this is in the scrawled eyes, in the scribbled corners of her mouth, and so remains unspoken; this tacit agreement as to who’s the boss here . . .

his increasingly reluctant feet draw to a faltering halt and he is gazing up at Slenderhorse and nobody is saying anything . . . she is, of course, unchanged in the long decade since their earlier encounter, as if she’d known only minutes . . . in the motile tracings of one hand, she still retains the shadow handkerchief from last time, although in the other, where her key had been, is now a small, thick book, held up across her silk-hung breast as if it were a Bible . . . when at last she speaks, it is a wireless whisper, call sign of another land, tuning away into the long-wave distance, ‘You must seek the Pall of Ratcliffe Highway, and had best consult my Oxtercross’ . . . she knows where he is going, then, knows why he’s here, while of why she herself is here he knows exactly nothing . . . the loose-sketch equestrian unfolds one constantly revised arm from across her jittering torso, reaching down and holding out to him the book that he now sees is not at all like holy scripture . . .

he accepts it automatically, in the full knowledge of how hazardous even the Great When’s published artefacts can prove to be, purely because it seems rude not to . . . the dimensions of the compact volume are, he estimates, approximately five inches by eight, perhaps three-quarters of an inch in thickness . . . the top two-thirds of its cover feature only the word LONDON, and beneath there are two stylised characters that he knows to be letters from the Hebrew alphabet, the aleph and the tau, respectively in fire-engine red and deep police-car blue, and under that, the cover’s bottom third is what looks like a tissue sample with stained arteries, dyed veins, tinted capillaries, a circulation of unreadably small words rather than blood . . . transfixed on the invaluable macadam, breathing the burnt scent of dodgem cars and with breeze-fingers of new music ruffling his hair, he stands amid a simmering impossibility and numbly understands that he is holding in his hands an Oxtercross . . .

he can remember Austin Spare, the unexpectedly dead man, suggesting that if this map of the Great When were to ever prove the subject of a breach, should ever leak into material London, then its consequences would be hideous and limitless for both convergent capitals . . . and here it is, the Oxtercross, like spiral-bound uranium, clutched gingerly between Dennis’s clumsy and suddenly nerveless fingers . . . he looks up in anguished query at his crayoned benefactress, seated high on the dead monster that serves as her morbid throne, and Slenderhorse’s indication of a smile redraws itself, becoming broader, showing more implicit teeth . . . she laughs like rain on tin, and says, ‘Look for the Upper Scandals in the index at the rear,’ the syllables decaying to a sweeping static hiss . . .

fumbling through the slippery pages, Dennis finds the alphabetically arranged index in question, and, after a squinting search, locates the Upper Scandals somewhere between Union of Voices Yard and Upton Park Remarkable . . . after the name there is a number that directs him to page sixty-eight of the street atlas where, following further starlit scrutiny, he comes across the area that he and Slenderhorse are presently inhabiting, part of a larger district which bold type identifies as Furious Alsatia . . . nervous under the amused gaze of a nubile interference pattern, shaken by the empty stare of her necrotic charger, he attempts to make sense of this writhing dream cartography . . . if he is reading it correctly, he concludes that his best chance of overtaking Grace is to descend New Burning Bridge Street to Ghostfriars and a roaring Thames Superior, where he can follow the time river east, past Bran’s Span and East Mythfields, on through Shadwell Melancholy to the Pall of Ratcliffe Highway and the severed City Heads beyond . . .

he looks at the fragmentary horsewoman questioningly, to which she responds with an impassive smile and extends one hand, made of squirming neon, to retrieve the Oxtercross . . . again, that fluxing radio voice, ‘You have to give it back, for should it come to rest in the wrong place, who knows what uproars might proceed?’, while the suppressed smirk of her flickering lips suggests that she does, she knows, she knows all the uproars . . . quietly relieved despite the unabated thunder of his pulse and the continued tailspin of his senses, Dennis passes her the book and desperately hopes their audience is at an end . . . the glimmering rider twitches leather reins and starts to turn her restless charnel mount away, yet, at the halfway point of this manoeuvre, pauses and looks back at him across one outlined shoulder . . . speaking with the phonographic crackle of an earlier century, she says, ‘And when you see me next, my key must be returned,’ just as he’s daring to imagine that her key might be forgotten . . . after hers, his voice is a flat mumble where words drop like bricks, without even a public loo’s porcelain resonance, ‘But I, I, I don’t have it any more’ . . .

her lines arrange themselves in an indifferent shrug, as if to say that this is surely more his problem than her own, then Slenderhorse completes the turn and sways unhurriedly away, towards the Upper Scandals’ further end where broadsheet buildings rustle in a monophonic breeze and living symbols strut their meaning . . . under a night almost white with stars, her ringing hoofbeats, bone on gold, receding into aural distance . . . unsure what’s just happened but with a presentiment that it was nothing good, he stands and dumbly watches her depart, a bright dot dwindling to disappearance in the black depths of an unplugged television . . . and then he remembers Grace . . .

kick-started by adrenaline, he strives to recollect the knack of moving rapidly through the Great When, the way he’d done when Clive was after him . . . starting to walk towards the nearer terminus of that amplified thoroughfare, he finds his feet are hurrying, then trotting, and then lengthening their stride into a flat-out run as tactile memories of blurring through the frictionless parades of an ethereal metropolis come flooding back . . . his steadily accelerating pace is such that, as he leaves the Upper Scandals, banking right in the direction of the river, he has barely time to notice that the east extremity of this exaggerated Fleet Street is where gilded road and pavement underfoot runs out . . . beyond is only a continually shuffled hand of urban surfaces, smooth asphalt blistering to cobbles, concrete, and materials not yet invented before it collapses down to duckboards, to a dirt path, to a trampled indentation in the momentary grass . . .

at its fluid peripheries, the structures bordering New Burning Bridge Street are demolishing and reconfiguring themselves on either side as he races downhill to the perpetual deluge of Thames Superior . . . in mud-splashed smocks and pants held up by string, an eighteenth-century gang of labourers are briefly visible, joking or truculent by turns as they endeavour to extend their new road over the now buried River Fleet . . . freed convicts timidly emerge, broken and blinking, through the main gates of a fluctuating Bridewell Prison that is simultaneously reliving its lost youth as Bridewell Palace . . . sobbing women, lined up to be flogged, obliviously coexistent with Cromwellian Roundheads barracked here a hundred years before . . . De Keyser’s Royal Hotel grows the thick crust of Unilever House, while there in vanished Chatham Place a doomed Pre-Raphaelite flirts spectrally with Nelson’s mistress, everything both newly born and ancient dust in London All-At-Once . . .

pelted by the incredible, Dennis descends in a brash charcoal sweep until he comes to Ghostfriars and the northern boundary of the supernal Thames, steely and vast, a deafening cascade of aeons . . . Blackfriars Bridge in counterpart soars out across the torrent as a Piranesi of gigantic Portland arches, thronged by an eternal push and shove of eight-hundred-year-old Dominicans, of Gordon Rioters or of the Black Parliament of 1450, with a banker from the future dangling beneath the nearest stone parabola, bricks in the pockets of his oddly tailored jacket . . .

smearing, veering sharp left, Dennis hurtles east along the north bank’s simmering chronology . . . he can’t believe he’s visiting this place again, much less that he is capable of functioning in these unravelling vicinities, as if he’s growing not more comfortable, but more familiar with this effervescent seizure . . . to his right, dirty millennia are surging, pounding tirelessly towards a dream of estuary and, past that, salt oceans of unpeopled history, plankton mythologies . . . careering by the mouth of an exalted Southwark Bridge, he notices that the replayed construction of this earliest path across the river is remaining relatively stable in the generally bubbling continuity, with Roman military engineers moving the crossing’s timbers into place on ropes and pulleys, here where footings by the shore are firmest and most level, while bewildered Trinovante fishermen look on . . . the scene persists, untroubled by contesting epochs, and as he streams through the grunt and creak of its activities, he wonders if the higher town’s unending churn of moments might know random variations of duration, eddies of stability . . .

he sizzles on the lapping edge of crashing aqueous forever; of Tamesis, named by Caesar, and, passing a Greater London Bridge, sees several storeys of precarious housing wavering to each side of its length, with revolutions blazing there between, Wat Tyler’s and Jack Cade’s, and human heads nailed everywhere about the upper trestles . . . constantly on fire, whether by accident or the design of Ethelred and Norway’s Olaf when they burn it to split the invading Danes, where come there rough Norwegian voices on the river wind, triumphant, chanting, ‘London Bridge is broken down, Gold is won and bright renown, Shields resounding, War horns sounding, Hildur shouting in the din, Arrows singing, Mailcoats ringing, Odin makes our Olaf win’ . . . he zooms past an epiphany of Tower Hill, with its ever-fruiting gallows, and a monumental raven hewn out of obsidian, one of the Great When’s titan symbols, half a mile of stone wings, spread against the tight-packed stars . . . and further on he skirts Bran’s Span, a deified Tower Bridge that Dennis recognises from the last time he was here, a minute or two back, ten years ago . . .

streaking around the curvature of what the Oxtercross had called East Mythfields, he swerves hazardously in amongst the bawling vendors at a colourful street fair in the twelve hundreds, hurdles Black Death graves come from a century thereafter . . . all while Edmund Spenser is forever being born around the corner from a melting and coagulating victualler’s yard that folds to a Cistercian abbey, raised by the third Edward, smashed by the eighth Henry during his unsparing Dissolution . . . and Dennis is skidding on the Pall of Ratcliffe Highway, with the million-year-deep river bending off towards the south, and on his right now just the reach of Shadwell Melancholy . . . here are only moment-ghosts of relatively recent vintage, ragged cyphers echoing from the seventeenth century or later, lightermen and pauper watermen, fish-market banterers with giblet jewellery strung across their aprons . . . the resentful frowns of landbound mariners without a sail in sight . . .

along the higher way he rockets, pounding flagstones that corrode at intervals to ochre dirt, to rusty soil that gifts this red cliff with its name . . . around him dockside cut-throats, herring peddlers, murdered milliners whose murdered wives recite fond nonsense to their murdered babies, a rich broth of jellied eels and trouble . . . everything has changed since he was here before, which means that nothing’s changed . . . reaching a version of Cannon Street Road that he recalls from when he came this way with poor old Austin Spare, he screeches through a hard left turn, scattering apparitions as if they were vaporous hens . . . and halfway uphill to the permanent affray of Cable Street, he sees her . . .

only from the rear and still some distance off, but he would know the molten banner of her red hair anywhere . . . he feels punched in the heart, just seeing her again . . . she isn’t noticeably taller than when last they met, but slightly plumper, rounding to a flawless pocket Venus in a light blue winter coat and calf-length boots, even more beautiful than he remembers her . . . thank God he’s caught her just before she reaches the exaggerated tavern where the heads await, but something’s not right . . . Dennis slows until the runny watercolour of the world dries into proper focus . . .

and, yes, it’s still definitely Grace, approaching an insuperable Crown & Dolphin up there at the top end of this Ratcliffe tributary, not far down from the unceasing fascist clash of Cable Street, but everything else in the picture’s wrong . . . walking beside the lovely Soho dancer is someone he’s never seen before, a poorly dressed youth with unruly curls, heavy-rimmed spectacles and a failed goatee beard, wearing one of those thick coats that have hoods, and wooden pegs instead of buttons, but this unknown interloper isn’t the scene’s most alarming element . . .

something, some eerie predator of the Great When, has pounced upon Grace from behind, clutching her by the shoulders, vampire-pale, a flimsy, fluttering monstrosity, a hovering lamprey, and with an internal lurch, he knows it for the cryptic presence that he’s never previously seen beyond the towering flowers and giant glassware of the Fisbo opening in Furious Alsatia, the silent Arcanum called Her Train . . . it has somehow attached itself to Grace with hooks or barbs or suckers, Dennis doesn’t want to know, and all the while the scruffy Herbert in his sandals and black denim jeans just looks on and does nothing; might be an accomplice of the filmy horror . . .

without wavering, Dennis accelerates towards the trio, speeding to her rescue with his Doppler howl of rage dragging behind him . . . in scant seconds he is at the site of the assault, abduction, or whatever else is being done to Grace, before she’s had a chance to turn her head and see what’s making all the noise behind her . . . the bespectacled and bearded stranger, on the other hand, has noticed his whirlwind approach, but only has time to look startled and shout, ‘Dennis, no! Don’t—’, as if some college kid is going to tell him what to do, although how had they known that he was Dennis . . . there’s no time to think about it now . . . intent on tearing the translucent parasite from Grace’s neck and back, he makes a grab for the phantasm’s trailing coelenterate skirts, and in his head is suddenly the thrum of a mile-high industrial harp . . .

he’s . . . where is . . . how did he get . . . what just happened to . . . he’s on his back against a crawling kerbside, several feet away from Grace and gasping like a landed fish . . . what . . . what was . . . on his left hand, palm and fingers are striped lobster-pink, as from a branding iron . . . his eyeballs tumble back into alignment, and across the shifting street he sees the agitated flapping of the billowing Arcanum, which is now detached from Grace . . . apparently unharmed, she stands there gesturing and talking softly to the levitating length of gauze, perhaps attempting to placate it, but if so, the angry waves of white-hot electricity that crackle through its floating fibres would suggest that the attempt is thus far unsuccessful . . . her unknown companion, meanwhile, runs across the metamorphous street in Dennis’s direction, sandals slapping and unshaven features gurning with concern . . . painfully earnest eyes stare down at the half-conscious QT letters-page compiler from behind prescription lenses . . . the goatee bobs animatedly and he is evidently saying something through the gradually diminishing high-voltage strum that still resounds throughout Dennis’s skull . . . the voice is middle class and educated, distantly familiar . . . ‘Dennis, brother, what did you do that for? Violence isn’t a solution. We can’t study war no more’ . . . his coat has a small constellation of tin badges fastened to its front, one with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament’s ubiquitous semaphore symbol, and another reading only Ban the Bomb . . . across the road, the flaring shroud brings its silent communion with Grace abruptly to an end, first rearing up indignantly, then arrowing away towards the west, borne on a wind that isn’t there . . . the unknown pacifist is now crouched on one knee beside him, talking sympathetically and salving Dennis’s hurt flesh and feelings with regretful condescension, ‘Rise up on our legs; lay down our arms! Passive resistance, that’s the thing. Just look at Gandhi’ . . . halfway through this, Dennis understands, incredulously, that he’s being patronised by Maurice Calendar . . .

he croaks ‘Maurice?’ and the style-changeling nods with the pretended gravity of a much older man who’s seen it all and not just university, his cultured tones played down, partly disguised by an archaic twang arising from too many folk clubs, ‘Yes. Yes, I pupated early, at the end of 1955. It’s probably the atom bomb that’s caused it, all these tests, so I’m another person now. How many roads, I ask you, can a man walk down, in all these different shoes?’, glancing forlornly at the peeling leather sandals, open-toed and worn with navy socks . . . still struggling to take in that he’s just been electrocuted, Dennis fails to absorb much of what this new Maurice is saying, his attentions anyway diverted to the road’s far side, where Grace stands gazing desolately after the departed skein of visionary net curtain . . . dimly conscious that his unprovoked attack might have some bearing on the clearly slighted creature’s swift withdrawal, Dennis starts to see that his intended rescue might have made Grace angry at him, rather than adoring . . . when she’s finally accepted that Her Train has left the station, isn’t coming back, she turns and walks somewhat unsteadily across the sometimes-cobbles towards him and Maurice Calendar, deposed king of the Teddy boys, and Dennis flinches in advance of the belittling scorn that she will surely pour upon him . . .

she stands, swaying only minimally, to stare down with the viridian searchlight of her gaze full beam on the still-floundering and groggy Dennis . . . she doesn’t quite look herself, eyes blinking rapidly, occasionally a twitch there at one corner of her rosebud mouth, and he recalls that this is Grace’s first experience of the Great When . . . she frowns, more in perplexity than temper, squints in disbelief, and works her lips in the long run-up at a question difficult to formulate, her voice flat, hesitating, uncharacteristically uncertain, ‘Dennis, what’s up with your hair?’ . . .

he’s blinking too, now, mirroring her disconcertion as he mumbles, ‘It’s a quiff’ . . . there’s a long pause, and then she slowly shakes her head and says, in clearly mystified denial, ‘No, it’s not’ . . .

as it turns out, she’s right . . . the greased locks are bolt upright like a wire brush, held in their new position by fried Brylcreem, so that any semblance of a hairstyle has been unpicked in a lightning instant . . . with her five-foot-and-change body towering from his supine perspective, with her hair a crimson thrill against the paradise-blue coat, she stands above him, brow creased, slightly baffled, holding down one hand towards him in an arcane gesture, and, after long, puzzled seconds, Dennis realises that she’s offering to help him up . . . with Grace’s aid, Dennis reverse-collapses to his feet, and then stands dusting himself down self-consciously, although the gutter grit in these parts is already turned to dirt of yesterday; muck of tomorrow; soot from Boadicea’s rampage or antediluvian silts . . .

when Calendar has straightened up from the cross-legged jazz-cellar squat that he’d adopted, all three look at one another blankly, 1936 still battling it out with Blackshirts, toughs and truncheons in continual Cable Street just up the way beyond them, until Grace says, ‘I suppose I better get this over with,’ and, turning on her boot heel, starts to walk inexpertly in the direction of both everlasting riot and the strangely unchanging hostelry, the Crown & Dolphin, coruscating on the corner . . . volubly protesting, Dennis hurries after her, his tone hurt and surprised . . . ‘But you don’t have to do it now. Let me go in, and Maurice’s new personality can walk you home’ . . .

she stops and stares at him, her face unreadable and nothing told by the inflection of her voice . . . ‘I have to see this through. I don’t want it unfinished in my head forever. What did you attack Her Train for anyway, you big soft twat? She was just trying to look after me’ . . . unable to confess that he was once more trying to save someone who hadn’t asked and didn’t need him to, Dennis opts for evasive mitigation . . . ‘I thought it was grabbing you. I’m sorry’ . . . thrusting the ripe cherry of her lower lip out, Grace announces sullenly, ‘Yeah, so am I. We’d hit it off while I was in that bit with the big flowers, and having her around my neck, it felt like she was giving me a massage. Maurice here said it was a good sign’ . . . at this point, Calendar reprises his annoyingly sagacious nod and says, ‘A sign of peace for all men – and all women, obviously – be they capitalist, communist, or, well, or be they curtains’ . . . she gives Maurice the same unenthusiastic look she’d given Dennis, intones, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, you’re as bad as he is. Come on. Let’s go in and find out what these city leaders want before I wake up at a ganja party,’ and with that, resumes her only slightly teetering approach to the inflamed and archetypal public house, the Crown & Dolphin’s secret twilight soul . . .

in through a front door weighted like the lid of a sarcophagus, they make their way down the short passage on the other side in silence, save for when Grace tilts her head towards the moving Nouveau lilies on the wallpaper, continuously blooming, withering, galloping through the damp and curling seasons, and asks, ‘Are they meant to do that?’, to which Dennis answers that he doesn’t know but they just do . . . and then Maurice thumbs down the brass latch on the wooden entry to the Crown & Dolphin’s front bar, with its murmuring theatre-audience atmospherics . . .

tidily arranged at the wood-panelled edges of their taproom tribune, the presiding crania all swivel their suspicious eyes towards the new arrivals, save for those that can’t by reason of position or the fact that they’ve been dipped in tar . . . as the three visitors step haltingly out to the port-stained carpet’s empty centre, plainly their intended stage or witness box, Grace starts to hyperventilate and, with her gaze fixed doggedly on the suede toecaps of her calf-length boots, she hisses, ‘Oh, fuck me, they’re heads. They’re actual heads’ . . . whereat Maurice and Dennis look appalled at one another, outraged that the other party hasn’t thought to tell Grace that the City Heads are literal . . .

while the horrified dancer struggles to compose herself, Maurice prods his thick-rimmed black spectacles a little higher on the bridge of his nose, an incongruously ordinary gesture, and provides their formal introduction: ‘Greetings, oppressed victims of capital punishment. Soon may it be abolished. I am Maurice Calendar, Imago of the Mode, and I present the human agents you required I bring you. Master Knuckleyard, you’ve met with earlier, and this is Mistress Shilling, here for the first time, who took the job on when the former was not to be found’ . . . the chopping-block collective all turn their attentions now to Grace, rustling the pot-pourri that shares their jars as some of them scotch on their messy stumps to get a better look . . . a number of the male heads furtively glance sideways at each other, raising mildewed eyebrows, while, both placed in the same corner, Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard lean together, whispering approvingly and in the process clinking their glass covers like champagne flutes . . . wracked by hardly any bitterness at all to speak of, Dennis notes that Grace, with the affections of Her Train and now the open admiration of the City Heads, is getting a much warmer welcome to the Great When than had been afforded him, immediately assailed by crate crabs, drainpipe pythons, mollusc condoms . . . even Maurice seems surprised by her reception, and appears to be a bit put out . . .

the glinting trophy jars might have been rearranged since his last interview, but Dennis notices that those containing the ruling triumvirate of regicide Oliver Cromwell, supposed Ratcliffe Highway murderer John Williams, and grave-robbed divine Immanuel Swedenborg, are all where they were on his previous visit, prominently placed as though the focal point of the assembly . . . with no more to Cromwell now than fetid hair, warts and a studiedly malignant face, the Lord Protector’s fattened skull nonetheless manages an almost amiable manner . . . ‘Mistress Shilling, we are glad that you could gather here, while Master Knuckleyard is known to us from earlier this morning. Have you questions we may answer?’ . . . for his own part, Dennis wants to ask how getting on ten years ago is earlier this morning, but Grace steps in with her own interrogation . . . stunned and trembling, patently in shock, she says, ‘What do you want us for? And, well, I mean, don’t you get bored?’ . . .

there is a momentary hush as the taken-aback cerebral crew consider this, some of them possibly for the first time . . . two remnants in black velvet caps who might be Thomas More and Thomas Cromwell, situated not far from the three spokes-horrors, trade questioning glances, while one of the tar-dipped specimens – Dennis thinks that it might be William Wallace – nods so vigorously that it topples over, craquelured black forehead squashed against the glass wall of its canister, submerged in desiccated petals to the pendant lump that represents its nose . . . at last the Williams body part elects to answer Grace, one redhead to another, ‘When at first we found ourselves convened, there was a great amount of screaming, not so much directed at our grisly, bodiless condition as at that condition’s tedium. After a time, when we were done with howling, there was some lunatic laughter that proceeded, but it was not long before we busied ourselves with administrative duties that alleviated our perfumed monotony. And now we are beset by troubles that have made our former boredom seem an irrecoverable luxury, said troubles being why we’ve called you here’ . . . something about the Ratcliffe scapegoat’s testimony sounds uncomfortable, and the surrounding brainpans shift uneasily in their receptacles, a mutual discomfort brought about by something other than being throat-deep in the scented remains of flowers . . . facial expression now no more than a protracted wince, Grace looks as though she wishes that she hadn’t asked . . .

the Williams head continues anyway, still with that same note of reluctance and, perhaps, embarrassment, ‘When something from our city finds its way to yours, it is a grievous threat to the stability of both, that we refer to as a breach. It shames me to relate that we have suffered far too many breaches recently, and that we are unable to identify their origins. There was the one that Master Knuckleyard retrieved for us this morn, while prior to that there was the Enoch Soames edition, Fungoids, a breach ended in severe unpleasantness. Yet now friend Swedenborg brings tidings of a further such occurrence, soon upon us, that presages little short of the Great When’s demise’ . . . the cranial gathering, seeming more restless by the moment, now transfer their worried mutual gaze to the transparent bullet which contains the relic Swedenborg . . . appearing glazed and under glass herself, Grace also focusses her still-nictating eyes on the encased philosopher . . .

the long-faced angel-confidant speaks softly and as if from far away, a mantic murmur, ‘I have seen imperishable symbols brought to rubble. I have seen the ruins of meaning, where Arcanum battles murderously with Arcanum, and along the golden gutters there are tumbleheads, feral amid a mulch of rotting wonder. I have seen the worst of everything, wave after wave, surging across our bridgeheads to flood all the streets with knives, and I have seen entire vicinities rise up and walk, so that their scalps of brick and slate and streetlamp graze the stars’ . . . the other amputations are now noticeably agitated, wobbling and bumping in their jars, their individual moans and gasps of dread merged to a muted ululation . . .

standing at the carpet’s centre in their pool of starlight fallen from a chink in the drawn curtains, Grace and Dennis share a look of stunned incomprehension whereas Maurice Calendar seems genuinely troubled, fiddling nervously with his coat’s wooden fastenings as Swedenborg goes on . . . the heavily accented voice is now more present and more urgent, ‘These abominations shall most surely come to pass by the conclusion of the short world’s present century, but are dependent on a frightful breach that will most probably occur by the conclusion of your current mortal year. Prevent the latter and the former is likewise prevented, though all efforts to this end have been confounded by our ignorance of the forthcoming breach, its nature and its provenance. We have suspicions, you may count upon it, and yet, lacking evidence, cannot translate such mere uncertainties to necessary deeds. Providing us with this intelligence, then, is to be your task’ . . .

Dennis is quite relieved to find this isn’t necessarily about the key, although before he can enquire how they’re expected to find something when the heads themselves apparently have no idea what it is, Oliver Cromwell interjects in a brusque tone, perhaps intended to conceal embarrassment at the tribunal’s confessed impotence, ‘I’ll wager that some rogue Arcanum is behind this insurrection – either Lud, who is the guiding principle of lawlessness, or mayhap the Prime Monster Broadstair, who has long resented being one that only represents control’ . . . the Lord Protector here commences coughing in an attempt to displace the flakes of rose and lavender lodged in his interrupted windpipe . . . meanwhile, his opinions have provoked controversy, a susurrus of muffled whispers . . . one dismembered exhibit with long hair plastered to its feverish forehead, perhaps one of the Gunpowder Plotters, raises his high, nasal voice in counterargument, ‘More like it is the Barebones, to my way of thinking. They would draw anew the Great When’s map to suit their avaricious purpose’ . . . at this point, the fiery noggin of John Williams enters the debate: ‘It is, rather, my own opinion that the confrontation of the Inferred Saracen and the Beauty of Riots in Notting Hill Sublime, still unresolved, cannot be unconnected with our difficulty’ . . . this last, although quickly buried in the ghoulish hubbub, gives Dennis a feeling much like trying to pass an icicle . . . he’d hoped the matter of the Inferred Saracen in Notting Hill would not arise, but now he learns that the thus far unseen Beauty of Riots is also part of this equation, and is trying hard to look at neither Grace nor Maurice, lest they spot the sudden panic in his eyes . . .

attempting to divert the discourse from this line of speculation, he raises a question of his own . . . ‘Look, if you’re not sure who’s behind this breach, can’t you at least give us an idea what it is? Is it another made-up book like Soames’s Fungoids, or Hampole’s A London Walk, the last time I was here?’ . . . at this, the anxious talk between the scented vessels falls immediately silent, so that Dennis wonders what he’s said . . . the heads all give each other frightened looks, and, after a few moments’ trepid hush, the glowering Cromwell trophy says something inaudible, lost in the pot-pourri, so that Dennis is forced to ask him to repeat it . . . the king-killer glares resentfully, then almost spits his sulky answer, ‘I said that we do not know the whereabouts of Button Dainty’ . . .

in the pin-drop quiet which ensues, a clearly shaken Maurice Calendar announces, in a strangled register, ‘Oh, brothers! Sisters! This is the eve of destruction!’, whereas Grace looks confused, or perhaps annoyed, and asks, ‘What’s Button Dainty?’ . . . none of the decapitated dignitaries seem to know where to begin, but at last Calendar appears sufficiently recovered to attempt an explanation . . . fiddling with his spectacles, sliding them up and down his nose, he says, ‘He’s not good news, Grace. Button Dainty, he’s one of the Great When’s two enforcers, with the other being Charming Peter, who they call the London Cat because he looks like one, although he isn’t really. Button Dainty is a little feller, barely three foot with his shoes on, who can pass himself off as a dwarf or something in Short London, just like Charming Peter passes for an ordinary cat or thereabouts. I think that Dainty’s mentioned in the Arthur Machen novel, The Green Round, though not by name. He’s a destroyer, Grace. He kills, and sometimes that’s the least of it. If he’s not to be found in the Great When, if he’s unsupervised in your world, then it doesn’t bear thinking about. He’s much more dangerous than a book. He’s a much bigger breach’ . . .

far too appalled to venture any comment, Dennis has a distant, nagging memory of his friend Tolerable John once telling him about a book dealer from Lewisham called Teddy Wilson . . . having accidentally acquired a book – Fungoids, by the fictitious Enoch Soames – that shouldn’t have existed outside the Great When, Wilson reported being persecuted by a cat and, if Dennis remembers right, ‘an evil dwarf’ . . . this would have been in the late 1930s, and the next time anyone saw Teddy Wilson he was inside out, with bowels and bones and organs on the outside and his skin and face and clothing in the middle . . . this is the unutterable enterprise that the discorporate council expect Grace and Dennis to investigate . . . from her expression, Grace has yet to fully take all this on board, but Dennis and Maurice are clearly wondering how their distressing obligation can get any worse . . . and then the Cromwell totem makes a further utterance, dispelling all uncertainty, ‘I must impress upon you that this is a matter of great urgency, and that we shall require immediate results. There’s neither moment nor decade to spare, and I would charge you, with all haste, to be about your business’ . . .

the two humans, and whatever Maurice is, regard each other blankly for long seconds before realising that they’ve been dismissed, their briefing at an end . . . the displaced capitals turn pointedly away, crunching and swivelling laboriously through bouquet splinters to resume paused conversations, genteel parents who, having explained the sordid facts of reproduction to their children, are now eager to affect that the whole shameful exchange hasn’t happened . . . her staccato blinking synchronised with plaintive repetitions of the word ‘but’, Grace allows Maurice and Dennis to escort her gently from the saloon auditorium, with its oppressive redolence of long-spilled ale and grandmothers’ front rooms . . . along the twilit passageway, past flat, funereal flowers that wilt and blossom, wilt and blossom on the walls . . . and then they are outside, gulping the too rich air as though just surfaced from a fortnight on the riverbed, while all along the noisy 1936 of Cable Street, fascism flings policemen at the poor beneath an overcrowded firmament . . .

when they regain the faculty for speech, Grace walks in a full circle and says, ‘That was fucking Cromwell’ – several times, in fact – while Dennis offers, ‘What did he mean by immediate results? How are we meant to manage their impossible demands at all, much less immediately?’, at which Maurice places a meant-as-reassuring hand upon the twenty-seven-year-old’s shoulder and intones, ‘Have courage, Dennis. We shall overcome, some day’ . . . whinnying with exasperation, Grace attempts to kick him in the shin, but teeters dangerously and thinks better of it . . . two traffic lights permanently stuck on ‘go’, her eyes dart urgently between her male companions, and her voice, in Dennis’s appraisal, sounds quite strained: ‘What was all that about? No wonder this place is the way it is, if that’s what’s running it! And what are we supposed to do now? That lot barely told us anything’ . . . though her demeanour is as one who’s narrowly escaped an avalanche, both her associates privately feel that Grace is handling her first excursion in the When impressively . . .

a chastened Maurice Calendar tries to assuage the panicked out-of-towners, despite his being unable to entirely keep a note of apprehension from his own tremulous tones . . . ‘Well, when he said immediately, you should bear in mind that this is the Great When and everything’s immediate, like when he talked about you being here this morning when, for you, it’s donkey’s years. I come from here, so I know what he means, but I know also that you shorties see it differently. If this breach is predicted by the end of 1959, I’d say you’ve got at least six months to fix it, possibly a wee bit more’ . . . while this helps Dennis breathe a little easier, Grace doesn’t seem so readily persuaded, her dissatisfaction echoing and looping in the sonic eddies of the ambience . . . ‘What if we don’t? We’ve no idea where to start looking for this Button bloke, from what I heard. What if we can’t fix anything?’ . . .

sounding now less assured with every mumbled sentence, Maurice haltingly explains how in that instance, by the twentieth century’s end, the Great When, the symbolic bedrock that Dennis and Grace’s London rests upon, shall be reduced to incoherent rubble, with the mortal township suffocated of significance and quickly following its higher aspect into abject ruin and collapse . . . he states this not as possibility but certainty . . . all human values, all social assumptions flensed and filleted, all ideals boneless and unable to stand up, the city’s flesh and mind and concrete gangrenous where London’s soul has died . . . taking this in, Grace has at last stopped blinking, possibly for good, and only stares into an endlessly dissolving and coagulating middle distance, with a doomed expression which suggests she’s realised that indignation isn’t going to help . . . if anything, Dennis’s countenance looks even more condemned without hope of reprieve than Grace’s . . . he’s been here before and knows that absolutely nothing’s going to help . . .

confident now that he has their attention, Maurice carries on his summary with a slightly more positive inflection: ‘As for what comes next, you could investigate some of the heads’ suggestions – Broadstair the Prime Monster, for example, or whatever’s going on between the Beauty and the Inferred Saracen in Notting Hill Sublime. You might at least turn up a lead on where you should start looking in the short world. You don’t have to think about that now, though. I know this place can be very stressful for mammals like you, especially on a first visit, so I’m betting that you’ll want me to escort you home’ . . . as far as Dennis is concerned, this is a safe bet, although when he looks at Grace, he finds, to his dismay and consternation, that she’s shaking her red hair insistently . . . her voice is level and decided: ‘No. The more we can learn on this jamboree, the fewer times I’ll have to come here. Let’s go and track down one of those other funny names that wart-face said about’ . . .

this is an unexpected turn, and it leaves Dennis’s hoped-for conclusion to this nightmare jaunt capsized, with him mentally spluttering and thrashing in these unforeseen new waters . . . if Grace is intent on further explorations, and it sounds as if she is, then Dennis isn’t keen that she or Maurice should extend their scrutiny to Notting Hill, which might lead them to Joe Meek’s key, and then to Dennis, and then to the circumstances in which he acquired it . . . working on the principle of anywhere but Notting Hill, he hears himself say, ‘Good idea. Why don’t we take a look at this Prime Monster bloke that Cromwell mentioned – Broadstair, was it? He sounds promising’ . . . this strikes him as far too enthusiastic with regard to something that he really doesn’t want to do, and so he adds a qualifying subclause, which goes, ‘Although it depends how far away he is. If it turns out it’s going to take us a long time to walk or run there, then it might be better leaving it until another day. Staying here more than a few hours can send you funny in the head’ . . .

the thoughtful look that mottles Grace’s bright lime gaze leads Dennis to suppose that she’s at least considering his caveats, and he allows himself to hope she might be daunted, until Maurice Calendar says helpfully, ‘Well, Broadstair is in Worstminster, which is a good way off from here, although the distance isn’t necessarily a problem. Seeing as we’re on official business from the City Heads, I shouldn’t think they’d mind if I hailed one of their palanquins’ . . . and before Dennis can protest that he wouldn’t dream of putting Maurice to the trouble, the style-butterfly steps briskly to the kerbside’s chronologic curdle and, lifting unsavoury fingers to moustache-fringed lips, emits a piercing whistle, clear and crystalline, that catches on an audial updraft and then bounces, in a series of delays, away into night’s perfect sounding-bowl . . . speaking at the same time as one another, Grace and Dennis are both halfway through enquiring ‘What’s a palanquin?’ when one smears into existence as it pulls up on the crawling cobbles of this magnified Cannon Street Road . . .

it’s an ornate veiled carriage, all in lunar white and carried on long alabaster shafts by a quartet of bearers . . . these, despite their posture and proportions being those of human men, possess the frosted heads and lustrous tails of winter-furred macaques, pink features framed by snowy beards and brows and mutton chops, eyes coldly dignified . . . all four are dressed in the same livery, jet black and braided gold, the same white gloves and stockings, the same buckled shoes, sleek tails protruding through a rear vent in their long, brocaded coats . . . unspeaking, staring straight ahead, they idle by the ever-changing roadside, gently running on the spot . . . though startled by the strangeness and the suddenness of their appearance, Dennis finds them hauntingly familiar, perhaps something from a half-remembered Beardsley illustration . . . beaming, Maurice flourishes one baggy sleeve towards the vehicle’s curtained entrance, and, after they’ve shared a doubtful sidelong glance, Dennis and Grace pull back the fluttering lace and climb inside . . .

the cab’s interior has the same dazzling albedo as its outer paintwork, with box seats to either end and an array of matching cushions heaped up like the sleeping cubs of polar bears . . . after a brief, inaudible discussion with the monkey footmen, Maurice clambers in to join them, sitting himself next to Dennis and thus leaving Grace a seat all to herself, up at the carriage’s far end and almost buried in an Alpine drift of pillows . . . and then the palanquin pulls away into a realm of silvery acceleration . . .

there’s an oblong block of altered time contained within the transport’s milky confines, so that every word or slightest movement of the head is stretched and slow, while out through billowing diaphaneity the higher world roars past, much faster, even, than the high speeds Dennis has achieved on foot in this near-frictionless domain . . . despite a pace that’s scarcely credible, the outer view is not so much a blur, but more a lightning-lit cascade of jewel-cut images, a flood of fleeting, disappearing instances that nonetheless are burned into the memory . . . a scarlet-faced old woman with her grey hair smouldering like a damp bonfire, hawking the purported femurs, skulls and pelvises of celebrated pirates dredged from Wapping Old Stairs . . . along Byward Street, All Hallows by the Tower is resurrected to accommodate the marriage of John Quincy Adams; Samuel Pepys with glistening cheeks as he surveys the aftermath of the Great Fire, smoke in his eyes . . . and skidding on an ultimate Victoria Embankment, past star-raking Cleopatra’s Needle, there are fierce live dolphins strangling the life from streetlamps . . . time snaps into joint again with a resultant popping of the ears, Maurice completes a sentence that he’d started in Cannon Street Road with ‘shouldn’t take too long’, and the palanquin freezes to a dead stop at their destination . . . it has been the most eventful fifteen seconds of Dennis’s life thus far . . .

they emerge out of their now stationary compartment, terribly disoriented from the almost instantaneous trip, apart from Maurice Calendar, to find themselves confronted by an architectural enormity, tier after tier piled up impossibly, both Perpendicular and Gothic, a vast tyrant wedding cake that Calendar announces as the Pallors of Worstminster . . . the costumed macaques are told to wait until their passengers return forthwith, at which the haughty and unsmiling simians set down their dazzling sedan upon the building’s semi-solid forecourt, one of them producing a flat pack of cigarettes from his coat pocket, offering them wordlessly to his three colleagues . . .

seemingly uncomfortable at being close to the symbolic centre of nuclear-flirtatious governance, Maurice leads Grace and Dennis to a vaulted rear door of the overwhelming structure, which is slithering from one dour era to the next as they approach . . . ramshackle walls made out of sixteenth-century timber melt to 1834 and walls made out of fire, before the flames fuse to Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin’s stone extravagance . . . the three of them effect their entrance through the arching portal quickly, while it temporarily remains a door and isn’t burning . . . finding themselves in a labyrinth of buttressed corridors that move from wood to masonry to blitzkrieg debris in the time they take to pass along; the pair of normal, non-regenerative human beings are obliged to mutely follow Maurice, who at least appears to know where he is going . . . guiding them through doors into courtyards and cloisters, back inside through other openings, the resolute bomb-banner offers edifying commentary to the speechless tourists . . . in a confidential whisper, he informs them, ‘Where we are now, this is what they call the Houses of Pearly Lament, a part of the Worstminster Pallors that includes both the House of Uncommons and the House of Swords. What we’re in now’s the former of the two, Uncommons, and its public gallery is up this flight of stairs’ . . . they struggle up steps that appear designed to suit a marginally larger species and, making as little noise as possible, let themselves into a sparsely attended gallery that overlooks the church-like hall below . . .

the three self-consciously descend a stepped and creaking aisle between the rows of benches, mouthing their silent apologies to the thin scattering of visiting spectators – there’s a man in 1920s garb whose head is a tremendous yellow rose and who appears to be asleep; grey clouds of time ghosts, children on school outings, hurt-looking trade unionists, indignant clergy, gathering and dissipating; various indecipherable others – to obtain a seat down at the front, right at the worn rim of the balcony . . . this elevation offers them an unimpeded view of the huge chamber underneath, although the scene is such that it leaves Dennis and Grace wishing for at least a dozen or so visual impediments . . .

an ogre’s cave, immense and terrible, is dreaming that it’s a cathedral . . . in its dream the Speaker’s chair, the throne of an absent adjudicator, is positioned centrally as if in substitution for an altar, with choristers’ stalls suggested by banked seating rising up to either side, the ceremonial staff carved to resemble an unduly sizeable black beetle resting on the table where a lectern ought to be, the hall’s proportion aiding this ecclesiastical mirage . . . but there are lengthy stalactites descending from the clotted shadows pooled beneath a distant ceiling, rounded stalagmites emerging from the chamber floor like peaks in a whisked egg, and every surface wet and glinting as though the horrendous grotto, in its troubled slumber, can’t help but remember what it truly is . . . seen from above, the vista is already leaden ballast in Dennis’s soul and innards, but the more he studies it, the worse it gets . . . for one thing, with a shudder of unwanted comprehension, he perceives that what he’d thought were stalactites or stalagmites are, rather, slow and viscous drips of something greyish and gelatinous, thick threads of dribbling saliva that reach from flagstones to rafters, a translucent ooze which, on inspection, seems to coat the whole interior of this damp and grim basilica . . .

the clamour of debate that rises from below them is likewise unsettling, a multitude of different voices that are by turns angry, pitiful, evasive, mocking, condescending or apologetic, lifting in the Great When’s soundscape, crisp, reverberant, a noisy argument despite the fact that none of its participants are visible . . . occasionally there are spaces in the grumbling parliamentary back-and-forth, but these are filled with bursts of clattering, like the typewriter keys of overworked stenographers, though once again these are not evident . . . eventually, by craning their necks out over the wooden balcony and peering straight down, Grace and Dennis notice a small crowd of seven or eight individuals, in brightly hued Regency frock coats and yellowing periwigs, who are contributing to the discussion, seemingly petitioning the empty, dripping seat of government itself, with many agitated or placatory gestures of their silk-gloved hands . . . disturbingly, however, these are not the source of the raised voices, but instead appear to be responsible for the fast bursts of teleprinted chatter . . . lifting up her streaming copper locks as she surveys the hall in puzzlement for some clue to the cause of this anomaly, it is Grace who first realises where the bickering speech is coming from and crams her knuckle in her mouth to stifle an involuntary shriek . . .

up from the mucous film that lines the chamber’s cavernous cacophony, faces are bubbling, holding their forms for long enough to jeer or make long-winded points of order, sometimes seconds, sometimes minutes, before once again subsiding into the archaic stonework’s glistering secretions . . . more distressing still, some of the briefly congealed visages are ones that Grace and Dennis recognise . . . up in the middle of the roof above the hall, a sticky pool of gravity-defying drool has gathered, two or three yards wide, shaping its fluid contours to an unmistakeable caricature of current premier Harold Macmillan, pained eyes trying to appear amused under their drooping brows of trickling ooze, liquescent moustache puddling around the huge inverted countenance’s languid mouthings, ‘Never had it so glub,’ the refined voice booming, louder than the others . . . elsewhere, from the venerable institution’s slab-tiled floor, the phizogs of eruptive Whigs boil up like pimples out of the ubiquitous discoloured slobber, barking their irate objections, mostly dukes or marquises . . . a runny varnish of prime ministers, long gone or yet to come, some several dozen of them . . . jowly Churchill swells from a supporting pillar as a glowering gumboil but then bursts and flattens out once more into the general seeping glaze . . . a jelly Neville Chamberlain whose melting features have a haunted look, claiming to hold a piece of paper in a hand he clearly hasn’t got . . . on Dennis’s immediate left, Grace grabs his mitt reflexively and digs her nails into his live-wire-branded palm, which he’d forgotten hurt so much until that moment . . . meanwhile, Maurice leans in from his right and says, ‘That’s Broadstair, the Prime Monster’ . . .

to which Dennis asks, ‘Which one?’, and Maurice frowns and looks as if he doesn’t understand, before at last replying, ‘All of them,’ while Grace once more commences her compulsive blinking, like a faulty strip light . . . the sartorial signifier carries on, ‘He’s what you’d call a slime mould. That’s a sort of goo made out of separate micro-organisms that are all collaborating to form something bigger, whereas Broadstair is composed of separate prime ministers who all compete with one another to form something dangerous and incoherent’ . . . her blinks now becoming a repetitive and urgent semaphore wherein the only message is a cry for help, Grace directs Calendar’s attention to the periwigged array of supplicants with their bewildering typewriter rattle who are gathered just beneath the public gallery’s front balcony – ‘And what are they, then?’ . . .

the investigating trio lean, as one, over the balustraded precipice to gaze down at the jostling and impatient crew below, whose colour-saturated coats lend them the aspect of belligerent flowers . . . as if somehow intuiting that he is overseen, one of the beautifully dressed lobbyists turns his crimped head to glance back up over one tailored shoulder at them . . . having by this point apparently decided that a single knuckle is no longer adequate to stem her outcry, Grace claps a whole hand across her mouth, seemingly unconcerned at messing up her lipstick . . .

the upturned face has no flesh or skin, is naught but a bare skull, a mask of polished ivory save for the plump, wet eyeballs nested in their egg-cup sockets, glaring up affronted at the watchers on the balcony . . . attempting to alert a fellow creature by his side to the observers overhead, the sumptuously garbed medical illustration clacks his pearly teeth together in brief, rapid bursts that might be minimalist sentences . . . it comes to Dennis then that these things don’t have tongues, explaining the mysterious clattering, and that he can remember glimpsing them before, during the flight from his pal Clive all those long years ago . . . finding his voice, he turns to Grace and says, ‘I think they’re what’s called Barebones’ . . . nodding in agreement, Maurice adds his own two penn’orth, ‘Yeah, you’re right. The Barebones are the Great When’s property developers, continually scheming to sculpt both our city, and as a result, your own, to their commercial benefit. The first one in Short London would have been Nicholas Barbon, son of Civil War hellfire preacher Praise-God Barebone. Nicholas’s name in full was Nicholas If-Jesus-Christ-Had-Not-Died-for-Thee-Thou-Hadst-Been-Damned Barebone, although I suppose that he thought Barbon sounded snappier. That noise they’re making with their teeth, that’s Morse. They’re talking a bit fast, but when I was a Mohawk in the nineteenth century, my best mate was a Barebones, so I learned some of their lingo. I’ll see if I can make sense of what they’re on about’ . . .

the hubbub in the hall seems to be reaching a crescendo, its saliva sheen of living, dead and not-yet-born parliamentarians all filibustering at the same time in their attempt to drown each other out, as Dennis tries to keep in mind that they are all one entity that’s arguing with itself . . . extruded from the tabletop not far from the black-beetle mace, a phlegmy semblance of assassinated Spencer Perceval assembles for just long enough to enquire, ‘What precautions must this House ensure to spare your expeditions the unwanted scrutiny of the short world?’, before relapsing to a featureless meniscus . . . yet another rush of dental clicks by way of a reply . . . rising as gluey pustules from the opposition benches, an outbreak of Liberals voices their objections – Asquith, Gladstone, Lloyd George, Henry Campbell-Bannerman – but, being only four amid the multitude of Tories and Conservatives, are shouted down and sheepishly sink back into the ceremonial woodwork . . . presently, the ceiling-mounted likeness of Macmillan, glutinous and losing definition, gargles his proposal, which contains the phrase ‘a toxic fog of rhetoric’ suspended in its custard of slurred syllables, following which the chorus of snapping enamel is tumultuous . . .

doing his inexpert best to provide a translation, Calendar stage-whispers, ‘From what I could make out, which wasn’t a lot, to be quite honest, what the Barebones want is parliamentary assistance with some scheme that they call “overpaving”, which entails building a higher level to the Great When that would be reserved for an elite. Assuming that I heard them right, the boneheads want to stage an expedition to your London at the end of this month, possibly in Cripplegate, so that they can assess their project’s feasibility in the short city. Several of Broadstair’s components seemed keen to assist them, and eventually the Macmillan blob agreed to help them cover up their clandestine activities, although I’m not sure how. I’m sorry, but that’s all I could make sense of’ . . . this appears to be not enough sense for Dennis, who has struggled to absorb Maurice’s summary and sits frowning in bafflement, completely unaware that his oiled hairdo is still standing up on end from his recent electrocution . . . at the same time, Calendar’s account has evidently made more sense than Grace is ready for at present, in her current overwhelming circumstances . . . her involuntary blinking has now ceased once more, but she is shivering uncontrollably, and when she speaks, her voice is small and frightened, stripped of all its customary certainty . . . ‘Dennis, I think that you were right, about not staying here too long. Can somebody please take me home, or else I think I might go mad’ . . .

she doesn’t sound like she’s exaggerating, and Dennis and Maurice exchange worried glances before they stand up and help the suddenly limp dancer to her feet . . . mouthing the same apologies, they renegotiate the shallow wooden steps that lead up from the public gallery, one on each side of Grace, practically dragging her dead weight between them . . . the rose-headed man is still unconscious, but his velvety scent has attracted a small retinue of fist-sized bees that hover purposefully as the jazz-age sleeper’s powdered stamens tremble with his every snoozing breath . . . back down the challengingly large stone steps and through the ever-altering corridors, across the shifting courts and cloisters, they retrace their steps, manoeuvring the inert Grace as best they can, somehow still managing to ladder her tights in the process . . .

by the time they’ve reached the entrance they came in through and are waiting for the firewall of 1834 to die back and become a door again, Grace has retrieved some of her motor skills and can at least stand unsupported, although Dennis and Maurice each hold one of her arms still, to be on the safe side . . . when the flames have once more fossilised to stonework, the three of them exit through the temporarily restored escape hatch, out into a forecourt bleached by far too many stars . . . their white palanquin rests there on the ground exactly where they’d left it, but there’s something bothering the uniformed macaques . . . the humanoid snow monkeys all stand rooted to the spot with apprehension, plainly too afraid to move a muscle, cigarettes extinguished and their fag break clearly over, eyes glassy with dread all focussed on a spot that’s only inches from their set-down vehicle . . . where sits a cat . . .

when the two males assisting her stop in their tracks, so too does Grace, though she alone out of the trio can’t immediately understand why they have halted . . . with a suede so fine that it appears hairless, skin wrinkled and rucked repulsively, grey as a heart attack, the cat stands up unhurriedly, and acid-yellow eyes survey the motionless arrivals with a striking absence of expression . . . pointedly taking his time, the almost animal pads silently across the intervening tiles to stare up at the three of them from a position at their frozen feet . . . in deadpan human tones that make Grace jump because they’re unexpected, Charming Peter says, ‘Well, here we are, then. I’ve been looking for you’ . . .

clearly rattled, Grace says, ‘What—’, and Dennis and Maurice say ‘Shhh’ at the same time . . . swiping its tail from side to side, the crumpled beast commences to pace back and forth before its captive audience, as though a brigadier inspecting his dissatisfying ranks while they stand to attention, rigid and unmoving . . . it pauses in front of Maurice Calendar, tilting its wedge-shaped head from side to side, assessing him before it speaks . . . ‘Ah, yes. The trend grub. I know all about you, and can’t say I find you very interesting. I mean, what do you do, other than change your clothes from time to time? Quite frankly, you’re too dull to kill’ . . . resuming the parade-ground pacing, Charming Peter next comes to Grace Shilling, where it sniffs the toecaps of her boots suspiciously, then lifts its sour topaz gaze, addressing her directly – ‘Please know that I have no argument with you’ . . . this leaves Grace’s companions once again resentful and perplexed: though not the same unqualified approval shown to Grace by Her Train or the City Heads, for Charming Peter to express a lack of malice seems equivalent to a heartfelt betrothal . . . this display of sentiment is no longer apparent when the pseudo-cat at last gets round to Dennis, saying, ‘Then, of course, there’s you. You’re the worst thing that’s ever going to happen to the Great When, but until you’ve hatched into an unpreventable catastrophe, there’s nothing I can do about you. Although once it’s happened, I’ll be paying you a visit and, I must say, it’s a visit I’m particularly looking forward to’ . . .

at this, Grace turns her head to squint at Dennis quizzically, but, fragmented by terror, he can offer no decipherable response . . . luckily, at this juncture, Calendar breaks the uncomfortable silence, speaking to the let’s-call-it-a-cat in tones at once indignant and appeasing, ‘Charming Peter, wishing you no disrespect, what do you want with us?’ . . . the exercise in feline teratology regards Maurice with an expression of bland innocence, supplying its unruffled answer: ‘Nothing, really. I had the impression it was more a matter of what you might want with me’ . . . the intermittent warping of its human-sounding speech into a yowl becoming more pronounced as it continues, ‘I have it on good authority that you three are the ones who the buffoons in bell jars have appointed to investigate the whereabouts of my former confederate, the little man. While I have naturally recused myself from any such enquiries, given the conflict of interest as the last witness to see Mr Dainty prior to his disappearance, I considered it a civic duty to provide you with my testimony. And besides’ . . . he trains his urinary gaze specifically on Dennis now . . . ‘it’s nice just catching up with you’ . . .

by now both scared and thrown off-kilter by the London Cat’s unsettling helpfulness, the three dart looks at one another, wide-eyed and confused, before Maurice attempts to make the best out of this unanticipated opportunity, asking, ‘So when was it you last saw Button Dainty?’ . . . the abomination licks an ash-pale paw and grooms itself while it considers . . . ‘In the stunted world’s terms, I was last acquainted with the little man during what you thought of as the late thirties, although seen from the real world’s perspective, it was barely teatime yesterday. And as for the occasion, the two of us had just apprehended a book merchant from your lower city by the name of Teddy Wilson. He was in possession of a breached book, Fungoids, by the insubstantial poet Enoch Soames, and was reluctant to return it to its place of publication. Mr Dainty, at this point, elected to continue our inspections, hoping to establish the breached book’s initial source. The last time that I saw the little man, he was returning to the Great When in pursuit of this objective, leaving me to reprimand the errant book smith’ . . . horribly aware that ‘reprimand’, in this case, is a euphemism for ‘turn inside out’, Dennis discovers that his mouth is suddenly too dry to say a word, even in the unlikely instance that he has a word to say . . . the best that Maurice Calendar can muster is, ‘And did he say where in the Great When he was going?’, to which Charming Peter answers, ‘No. And if he did, I was myself at that time otherwise preoccupied. Should my former companion come again into the higher city, or within reach of its portals, I shall know, just as I now know that he’s not. Unless that happens, you are the Great When’s only resource. It would appear we’ve reached the limits of what I can tell you, so, if you’ll permit me, I shall be about my business. The next time you see me, I doubt very much I’ll be this cordial and obliging. Tell the truth, I rather hope not’ . . . having thus fulfilled, succinctly, its legal responsibilities, the stomach-turning quadruped gives Dennis a long, hard look and then walks away into the blurring soak of starlight, grey on grey, until at long last it becomes invisible . . .

the carriage-apes all exhale and unclench their postures, glancing at each other with their haw-frost eyebrows raised, acknowledging the narrowness of their escape . . . apparently deciding to return to work, the four macaque-men take up their positions at the corners of the resting vehicle, then lift it by its poles and once again commence their running on the spot, a motor idling in preparation for departure . . . knowing that they have a lot to talk about but tacitly agreeing now is not the time, Maurice and Dennis help a dazed Grace into the palanquin, where she slumps amongst the icy whiteness of the pillows, staring blankly for the most part but, at intervals, shaking her carmine locks in what appears to be refusal . . . two or three times, Dennis asks her if she’s still at the same place in Spitalfields and, after finally eliciting a nod, tells Maurice to direct their monkey hirelings to the Liberty of Norton Folgate . . . and they’re off . . .

once more, slow time within the confines of their coach and flicker-fast eternities out through its curtained aperture . . . zooming a marvel-strewn Victoria Embankment with the never-ending thunderclap of Thames Superior on their right, they manage a preposterously sharp right-angle turn at Greater London Bridge, still decked with insurrection, and continue north, a pulse of pure velocity . . . past Wren’s vast column, raised to mark the spark of the Great Fire, and, from a summit too high to be seen, rain suicided women, wailing ghosts of ragged fog that vanish when they hit the ground . . . the momentary flash of Bishopsgate, being erected by the Romans at the base of ancient Ermine Street, then built again by Saxon bishop Eorconweald during the seventh century, by Hansa merchants during the fifteenth, and in the eighteenth, raised up and torn down for good by London’s own city authorities, perpetual construction and collapse . . . almost before they’ve realised they’re travelling, the rapid filmstrip of events outside their transportation shudders to a stop, just as the backed-up flow of seconds inside the palanquin starts to move again . . . they have arrived at Norton Folgate, on the west edge of a tilting Caligari district where the liquid dark advances and retreats, that Maurice Calendar calls Spatterfields and Grace calls home . . .

they disembark unsteadily from the now stationary cab, both of her masculine companions taking pains to keep Grace upright . . . velvet shadows bunch to threatening glove puppets between listing lanes, eye-corner apparitions with suggestions of top hats, cloaks, leather aprons, Gladstone bags, that turn to something safe and commonplace when looked upon directly . . . swirling in the soundtrack of the place, upsettingly, a bubbling scream repeats itself at intervals, exactly the same outcry, note for note . . . the Liberties of London, districts where specific trade restrictions might be waived – these liberties long since withdrawn – are known to harbour weak spots in the fabric between worlds, the Great When’s entrances and exits, and, after instructing the surly macaques to wait for him, it is to one of these that Maurice now accompanies Dennis and Grace . . .

they face a wall of interlocking bayonets and knives, into which are set worm-bored coffin lids as if they were the doorways of a terraced street . . . leading them to a centrally positioned graveyard lozenge that seems somewhat larger than its counterparts, Maurice settles a reassuring hand on both Dennis’s and Grace’s shoulders, although his placatory address strikes an apologetic note . . . ‘This takes you out into short Bishopsgate, just round the corner from where you said Grace has got her flat. I’m sorry that I can’t come through with you, but I’ll be getting the palanquin to run me across to my digs up at Snapping Beak Street in Soho Entire. Why don’t we all meet up with Ironfoot at the French tomorrow? That’s assuming that World War III doesn’t happen first’ . . . taking this in and nodding, Dennis cannot help but recollect his solitary glimpse of Calendar’s nest on the outskirts of the higher Soho, wherein sloughed-off skins from previous Maurices litter the bare room beyond a window made of upright water . . . it also reminds him that the portal which their Armageddon-haunted guide is indicating must presumably be the same entrance used by an absconded Pope of Blades during the autumn months of 1888, although he thinks it wisest not to bring this up . . .

moss-colonised and split with age, the wooden rectangle turns out to open inward on to blackness, like a door, rather than outward in the manner of most coffin lids, as Dennis understands such things . . . with poor Grace justifiably reluctant to step first into the lightless abyss, she lets Dennis take the lead and also, as a practical expedient, her moist hand . . . desperately attempting to look like he’s used to this unhinging business, Dennis strides into the unreflective nothing, gently towing Grace behind him, feeling for a cold split second like he’s not there, and before he knows it, he

was trying to keep from falling over on to the hard, slush-thick slabs of Bishopsgate, which seemed to tilt and buckle as if in an earthquake, though he knew the only buckling or tilting being done was his. Attempting to stay vertical, buffeted by the normal world’s unnatural solidity, the flatness of its noises, he didn’t remember whose hand he was holding on to for dear life until he heard her choked-off shriek behind him. ‘Oh God, Dennis! Oh, my fucking God!’

He turned towards the sound and there was Grace, wild-eyed, with shudders rippling through her flesh like waves through water, free hand clutching at the painted drainpipe of the ironmonger’s that they found themselves outside. Dennis was just in time to glimpse the portal swinging shut behind her, from this side no longer looking like a door or coffin lid, but rather settling back into a rack of hanging blackboard slates on which the ironmonger was advertising, via the medium of splintering chalk, the wide range of receptacles and implements he had to offer. Grace was standing, just, her head tipped back and brimming green gaze fixed uncomprehendingly upon the overcast and blank night sky above, evacuated of all stars, all light. Even before the helpless retching started, Dennis was there at her side, holding her up, attending to her, pulling back her garnet flood of hair – the first time that he’d ever touched it – while she doubled over vomiting, the splattering torrents punctuated by despairing mews. Impressively, she covered half a frost-ferned paving stone.

Retrieving from the pocket of her coat a hanky, rumpled but unused, Grace wiped her mouth fastidiously, careful not to clown herself with lipstick, and throughout, she stared at Dennis with a meteor-struck expression, half imploring him to tell her that their trip through schizophrenic fairyland had really happened, half to tell her that it hadn’t. In the end, briefly illuminated by the headlights of a Morris Minor just then passing on its way to Shoreditch High Street, the dishevelled lovely relocated her misplaced tongue, tossing him a verbal salad. ‘Dennis, I’m, I want to, can you get, I want to be at, Dennis, can you get me home? I want to be at home.’ A nearby church bell ponderously gonged for three o’clock to a conspicuous lack of echo, and with one supportive arm clamped around Grace’s waist, Dennis disbursed the next ten minutes in co-lurching with her, barely fifty yards around the corner and down to the other end of Folgate Street, their mutual gait like a three-legged race held underwater. Both of them were very cold, and Dennis’s electrified hand played him up no end.

Though at the same address as when he’d been here last, during the intervening decade Grace had clearly gone up in the world and now resided in a better, bigger, dryer flat just upstairs from her previous accommodation. Getting up those stairs took them a while, but at last they were settled in a spacious living room where the attractive violet wallpaper seemed happy to remain stuck to the walls, and where they were at last unbothered by heads severed, fleshless, or composed of gelatine. The couple spent a quarter-hour just staring, neither saying anything, with Dennis quietly taking in his half-familiar surroundings: there was a new sofa, on which Grace was sprawled, and a new armchair, where Dennis himself was sitting, both of them still with their coats on. Up one corner was an upright walnut cabinet that Dennis knew to be a rented television with its doors closed, which was also new. Of earlier vintage, he was strangely touched to find that Grace still had the spindly coffee table where Jack Spot had placed an open razor all those years ago, and the same seashell ashtray. She spoke first.

‘Well, that was different. Dennis, it’s good seeing you again. I should have said that earlier, but we’re not really quite us, are we, when we’re in the other place? Do you know what I mean?’

Oddly enough, he did, although he hadn’t really thought about it until Grace had said. It was a bit like how you were a slightly different person on a visit to the seaside, only much, much worse.

‘Yeah. Yeah, I do. And it’s good seeing you again, as well. Sorry I wasn’t there so that you needed to get involved in the first place. And I’m sorry that I grabbed . . . you know. Your mate.’

This oblique reference to Dennis’s burned hand appeared to bring the pair fully awake. Coats were removed, and in the tidy little kitchen there was bandage wrap and Germolene from Grace’s red and white first-aid tin. With only his left hand bound up thus, Dennis was capable of swilling out the teapot of its fortune-telling dregs and refilling the kettle, whereupon Grace made them both a steaming pot of PG Tips and served up half a Battenberg that she’d been keeping for a weekend treat. The two of them sat sipping tea and chatting amiably without mentioning what had just happened to them. Grace lit up a Craven ‘A’, and if Dennis had only smoked a pipe, they would have made a perfect period advertisement for the tobacco industry. After a while, Grace spoke her mind through a mouthful of masticated angel cake and marzipan. ‘Dennis, I just wanted to say that now I realise how you felt when I scraped you off the Bride Lane pavement, and you were, what, only eighteen? The state you were in, you can’t have ever wanted to go back there, but you did when you thought you were helping me. You’re a good bloke. You can stay here the night, and in the morning we can talk about all this. But listen, I should tell you, after all them jelly-mould prime ministers, the last thing that I want right now is sex. I’m having enough trouble managing this Battenberg.’

Astonishingly, Dennis found that he agreed with her. In fact, these days he only thought about sex when he had to fill another QT letters page, which lent the subject mostly negative associations, reinforcing his belief that no one anywhere was really doing it except in clumsily imagined first-person pornographies. Accordingly, Grace brought him bedding for a couch that looked a lot more comfortable than when he’d stayed there last, and while he helped her to arrange the blankets and the pillow, she kept looking up at him and grinning with what he took to be comradely acknowledgement of their absurd predicament, until she laughed and said, ‘I’m sorry, Dennis, but your hair.’

Confronting his reflection in the mirror over Grace’s three-bar fire, he laughed himself, and slicked his paintbrush coiffure down with water from the kitchen tap. Then, after a light peck upon the cheek, Grace went to bed and left him to his plump settee, obese with blankets. Once the lights were out, he was surprised to find how easily he settled down into the pleasurable drift of disconnected notions there on the low foothills of unconsciousness. He merely felt a twinge of muddy apprehension at the thought of what dreams might await him, full of cats and heads and faceless killer dwarves.

In the event, though, he just had the one about the dirty shirts again.




[image: ]
4

That’ll be the Day

‘There had been muttered confabulations in snug corners of the Dragon: “one of the most horrible-looking fellows I’ve ever seen”, “made my blood run cold”, “something quite ghastly about him”, “my notion of a murderer”, “a dwarf, you said?”, “Yes, but those deformed creatures are often tremendously strong: looked as if murder would be child’s play to him” – and so forth and so forth; and after two or three such conferences, the unknown was firmly established as the Ty Captain murderer.’ Creasing down the brittle corner of the page, Grace closed her copy of The Green Round – Ernest Benn Limited, London, 1933, first thus, with fading red cloth boards, a fair-condition copy only, Dennis having absorbed far too much trade patter during his apprenticeship at Lowell’s Books & Magazines – and set it down upon the laminated kitchen table, once more taking up her breakfast fork to mop the spill of egg yolk from her plate with a small triangle of fried bread. Before popping this between her perfect lips, she gave Dennis a flatly unexpectant look. ‘So that, I take it, is the chap we’re meant to find. I must say, he’s not very flattering to dwarves in his descriptions, is he, Arthur Machen?’ She deposited the forkful in her mouth and stared at Dennis while she chewed.

They were in Grace’s kitchen, slightly larger than the one she’d had downstairs, and Dennis was halfway through his first-ever bowl of Kellogg’s Sugar Frosted Flakes, which had an oval-headed cartoon tiger wearing a dog collar on the box. Dennis was dressed, shirt collar open with the sleeves unbuttoned and rolled back, while Grace was barefoot, still wrapped in a shot-silk emerald dressing-gown, patterned by leaves and blossom where it caught the light. A bar or two of January sunshine toppled in through the tall window, splashing pale gold up against the room’s rear wall and picking out the puzzling, repetitive motif of black-clad cowboys on their rearing horses that was papered there. Dennis had asked if the flat’s previous occupants perhaps had children, but Grace had informed him that the tenant whom she’d taken over from had been a single man in his late fifties, who’d just really liked Hopalong Cassidy. Dennis gulped down another spoonful of increasingly limp sugar-coated cereal, then wiped his chin against one turned-back cuff before replying.

‘No, I don’t suppose he is. Look, Grace, there isn’t any reason you should be caught up in this. You can let me and Maurice handle it, and you can get on with your life. You can go back to doing what you do, and just forget that any of this happened.’

Busy sawing off another wedge from her fried bread, she rolled her eyes and tutted.

‘Oh, that’s how it works, then, is it? Once the chopped-off heads have let you in on the world’s biggest secret, they don’t mind you going back to what you do and getting on with life? That isn’t the impression I got. And as for forgetting any of it happened, are you serious? Prime Ministers made out of Vaseline? Regency death’s heads? Gold streets, and whatever Maurice is when he’s at home? How’s anyone supposed to forget that? And how’s your hand this morning, by the way?’

Morosely milk-fishing for sodden flakes, Dennis elected to provide an answer to the last of Grace’s queries, having by then realised that all her other questions were rhetorical.

‘Yeah, it’s alright, thanks. It still hurts, but nothing like it did before. And as for what you said, I take your point. It’s just, the other London, it’ll mess you up. Even if nothing fatal happens, it’ll mess you up. Look at the state that you were in when we got back to Bishopsgate last night.’

Finishing what she’d said was an Egyptian fish-eye sandwich – basically, breaking an egg into a hole torn in a slice of bread already frying in the pan – Grace swigged her tea and shrugged.

‘Yes, that was quite a lot of puke, I’ll give you that. Mind you, when I went in with Maurice through that Bride Lane opening, I weed myself. And that was just the whole wall swinging out into the street the way it did. That was before the business with Her Train.’ Fumbling for the pack of Craven ‘A’ and pulling closer a tin Guinness-branded ashtray, very likely lifted from some pub at closing time, Grace lit a cigarette and turned her head to blow pearl smoke into an upper corner of the kitchen. Though less thin and fated, Dennis thought her profile looked like something by Rossetti. Noticing that her reply had addressed none of his concerns directly, he took it to mean that despite the incontinence and vomiting, Grace had experienced far worse Friday nights; that if Dennis considered himself tough enough to endure the Great When, then Grace was certainly a good sight tougher, which, he grudgingly conceded, was a dictionary-definition airtight argument. He latched instead upon the reference to Grace’s gauzy guardian, perhaps still irritated that the other London’s eerie fauna had seemed much more affable with her than they had ever been with him.

‘And what was that about, with an Arcanum volunteering as your floaty scarf? I know you’re a good-looking bird, but how is that supposed to work with curtains, severed heads and evil talking cats? I mean, Oliver bloody Cromwell, even he looked pleased to see you! As for Charming Peter, I’ve not heard that bastard animal say anything before that wasn’t some sort of godawful threat. Even the dressed-up monkeys seemed impressed. I don’t know how you do it.’

She pulled on her cigarette and tipped her head from side to side, as if lost in consideration.

‘Hmm. That’s a good question. I suppose it’s almost possible there might be people out there – or in this case, not exactly people – who find more to me than how I look.’

Knowing this for a reprimand, he wisely kept his theory to himself that both the heads and Charming Peter, being closer to the ground, could see up Grace’s skirt. Instead, he shifted his gaze to the multitudinous Hopalong Cassidies, with their white horses rearing up in choreographed alarm at the intruding shafts of unanticipated sunlight. Having made her point, Grace went on anyway.

‘And as for Her Train, that was sort of lovely. Soon as I set eyes on her, I knew it was the thing I’d seen in St Bride’s churchyard all them years ago, a day or two before I first ran into you with that big box of books, looking as though you were made out of string.’

Actually, Dennis had forgotten that. He’d first seen Grace, who’d been a streetwalker back then, when she was on her pitch near Bride Lane’s Fleet Street end and he was stumbling past her with an Oxydol box full of Arthur Machen volumes, plus a copy of A London Walk by Thomas Hampole, which, both book and author, Machen had made up. That was what had got Dennis mixed up with the Great When in the first place, and that Grace should have had her initial glimpse at roughly the same time now struck him as unlikely to be mere coincidence. Had they both been set up? Before he could follow this idea, she continued her fond reminiscences of meeting the Arcanum.

‘In a way, I think she recognised me too. She floated up to me and Maurice from between some great big tulips, and she started crinkling her fabric up like she was sniffing me. Next thing I know, she’d wrapped herself around my shoulders, and it was as if my mum had put her arms around me from behind and kissed me on the head. Not that I can see my mum doing that, but if she had done, that’s what I imagine it would feel like, just all loving and protective.’

Dennis nodded. He knew what she meant. Working-class families, in his experience, contained the usual amount of love, though they’d rather be flayed alive with a blunt butter knife than demonstrate affection, as if civilised emotions weren’t affordable. Kids from his background never got called darling or kissed on the head and, for the most part, didn’t seem to miss it. Grace deposited a quarter inch of ash into the Guinness toucan’s winking eye, then changed the subject.

‘Anyway, enough about all that. We’ve got all this to think about.’ She tapped The Green Round on its faded cover with her fag-free hand, adopting a more businesslike expression. At that moment, Dennis had his cereal bowl in both hands, lifted to his mouth so he could slurp up a small pond of sugary milk it seemed a shame to waste, meaning that Grace was forced to look on in amused disgust until he’d put the emptied bowl down, wiped his dripping cakehole and was ready to reply.

‘Yeah, that what you read out sounds like this Button Dainty character, and Maurice said that Machen never mentioned him by name. Where did you get that book from, anyway?’

Extinguishing her cigarette, Grace rose and cleared the done-with breakfast crockery on to a badly stained stainless-steel draining board as she provided her laconic answer.

‘From the bookcase in my bedroom. I don’t know about you, but that trouble that we had ten years ago gave me a taste for Machen’s writing, and I picked up everything that I could find. Mostly from junk shops for a bob or two, or sometimes only pennies. Seems like no one’s really interested in him any more. The Hill of Dreams, I reckon, is the best of ’em, although they’re all good in their own way. When The Green Round first came out in 1933, I don’t know if it even got reviewed. It’s interesting, though. As far as I can make out, it’s the only Machen yarn other than “N” where there’s a mention of that made-up book that got you into your predicament back then.’

Dennis’s eyebrows dipped together, as if whispering to each other in surprise.

‘You mean A London Walk, the Thomas Hampole book? What does he say about it?’

Picking up her still-unfinished tea and gesturing that Dennis should do likewise, she ushered them through into her living room, where they resumed their conversation with Grace settled in her armchair, naked feet up on the woven raffia of a Lloyd Loom stool, while Dennis perched on the plump sofa where he’d spent the night, his tea resting tepid on the coffee table near the seashell.

‘Well, he doesn’t say a lot. Machen uses the Hampole book in pretty much the same way that he does in “N”, to verify uneasy thoughts the people in his stories are already having. He quotes bits of it I recognised from the short story, but there’s other stuff as well, material about Hampole himself, how he comes from a village just outside Northampton, graduates from Oxford, gets ordained by the Bishop of Lichfield – little bits of detail, boring but believable, to make the reader think Hampole existed. Like I say, The Green Round went down like a lead balloon, so I’m not sure why Machen used the same device again in “N”. Perhaps he didn’t think the novel had made some important point he’d wanted it to make, and thought he’d underline it with a nice, concise short story.’

Dennis raised his mug to sip his lukewarm tea, but then thought better of it. ‘So, what’s it about then, The Green Round? Is it about a hidden world, like “N”?’

Grace pouted pensively a moment. ‘Sort of. It’s about this grassy hollow that’s amongst the dunes at a place he calls Porth in Wales, where someone has reported finding a loud, gaudy dance hall, although no such building had ever existed there. It’s like the Canon’s Park place from Stoke Newington in “N”, but noisier, and ugly, and less like a paradise. Some chap from the big city holidays in Porth and gets suspected of a local murder, because other hotel guests have seen him with this nasty-looking dwarf I described earlier, even though the chap himself is sure he’s been alone. When he returns to London, it’s as if the vicious thing has followed him, behaving like a poltergeist and making this poor feller’s life a misery. Then, finally, the central character gives up and moves abroad, and there the novel ends. Like I say, it’s not one of Machen’s best, but in light of our current circumstances, we’ve not got much else to go on, have we?’

Dennis fell to wondering, not for the first time, about Arthur Machen. Had the marvellous Welsh author heard tell of or seen the Hampole book, the murderous little man? Or had he somehow written them both into being? But, again, before he could pursue this line of thought, Grace took her feet down from the stool, sat up straight in the armchair and exhaled decisively.

‘And speaking of our current circumstances, we should probably be making tracks for Soho, to meet up with Maurice and the others at the French. I don’t know what else I’ll get time to do today. I’m working at the club tonight, and like to be there around six, so as to not get ready in a rush.’

Still indefinably uncomfortable with talking about Grace’s work life, Dennis did his best to smile encouragingly and just said, ‘So that’s still going well, is it, the dancing?’ Grace smiled fondly.

‘Pays for this place, and a bit on top. Best of it is, I’m getting really, really good, and coming up with ways to make it new and different all the time. Tell you the truth, when we were in the other London, it was how it sounded that affected me the most, and I kept thinking, “Just this trill and echo, I could dance to this.” But I’d talk all day about dancing, if you let me. How about you, then? How do you earn a living these days, since I understand you’re not at Ada’s any more?’

Finding it hard to simultaneously confess to writing phony pornographic missives for a nudie mag and also have misgivings about anybody else’s line of work, he generalised evasively.

‘Oh, I’m a writer now. Just bits and pieces in a lot of magazines and papers, like Reveille or New Musical Express. I do alright.’

Standing up from her chair, Grace pulled a face.

‘I should have thought you could do better than Reveille. I read something in there, must have been last March or thereabouts, by this bloke who said he’d been cursed by an Egyptian mummy, only he’d got Egypt in the Middle East instead of Africa, and this is, what, just two years after Suez?’

Inwardly, Dennis was cringing himself into anti-matter. He had got to stop writing about these places that he’d never visited. Or, perhaps, buy an atlas. Luckily, by this time Grace was heading for her bedroom door and didn’t notice his discomfort. ‘Anyway, I’m off to get dressed while you do the washing-up. Then we’ll hop on a bus across to Soho and see what happens from there.’

So, that was what they did, and one thing led, as always, to another.

First amongst these things, there was the French. It was, for once, a sunny afternoon along Old Compton Street, the pavement’s bestiary of rearing drifts and ice floes now reduced to dripping puppies. Once past the exotic newsprint bluff of its front window, in the thin café itself, the clientele, even with Grace and Dennis’s arrival, were not yet in double figures. Besides Ironfoot, Maurice, Ada and Commotion Venables, other than Bernard the proprietor and his assistant Bridget with her scowl and her brown overall, the only customer – a fleshy man with dark hair that was maybe dyed, in a black leather jacket, having the extraordinary features of a meaty and malignant cherub – sat at the counter, sipping his espresso while he read The Times with obvious contempt. He glanced up, sour and brief, at Grace and Dennis as they squeezed past on their way to the establishment’s rear quarters, where their co-conspirators awaited them. Maurice and the two women had their seats drawn up around Jack Neave, who still reclined there on his bed of chairs, Homburg tipped back and big, wet eyes fixed on the yellowed ceiling, as if searching for a higher heaven he could stink to.

When the latecomers had each purchased a coffee and sat down to join the group, Commotion looked at Grace appreciatively, then at Dennis, widening her bright blue eyes and grinning. He’d got no idea what the mute giant was attempting to convey, but was relieved that she at least continued to seem friendly. It was a step up from slaps and chloroform. Ada, for her part, offered him a brief sneer of acknowledgement before she and her tight-lipped bodyguard were banished to the coffee bar’s front end by an apologetic nod from Ironfoot Jack, for their own good. When it was down to Maurice, Dennis, Grace and Jack, talk quickly turned to the events of Friday night just gone: Swedenborg’s vision of apocalypse, both Londons smashed beyond repair in only forty years; the enigmatic bargaining of Barebones and slime ministers; the Button Dainty problem. Drawn together as they were, you could have got one whole sleeve of a cardigan from Jack Neave’s eyebrows.

‘Tell yer what, this all sounds a bit serious for my likin’. Tumble’eads? ’ole districts gettin’ up an’ walkin’? If that’s gunna ’appen by the century’s end, it makes me glad I’m on me last legs. Well, leg an’ a bit. As for them bone-faced bastards an’ the seepage in Worstminster, ’oo knows what all that’s abaht. Looks like they’re up to summat, though, in Cripplegate, most likely durin’ the next week or two. Maurice, you keep an eye on that, and let us know soon as yer’ve got an exact place and time, alright? Which, I suppose, brings us to Button fuckin’ Dainty.’

Maurice sank his curly and bespectacled head in his hands and said, ‘Man, all the fallout that there’ll be from that.’ Dennis and Grace exchanged should-we-be-worried looks, and Ironfoot bobbed a sombre Homburg in rueful agreement with Maurice. ‘I know. Bleedin’ disastrous. What we’ve gotta do is work out where in London we’d be ’idin’, if we were a fuckin’ gnome come from another plane o’ bein’. Weighin’ it all up, my money’s on the underworld. Villains are very tolerant, as a rule, and know not to ask any awkward questions. You two’ – indicating Grace and Dennis – ‘could do worse than ’ave a nose abaht in London’s criminal fraternity.’

Dennis and Grace, respectively, said, ‘That sounds dangerous,’ and ‘But who do we start with?’, both at the same time. Neave answered Grace’s question, and left Dennis’s unnecessary statement of an obvious fact to flutter, ragged, in the verbal breeze.

‘That’s a good question. What I’m thinkin’ is, since Jack Spot ’ad ’is card marked an’ retired, two or three year back now, the big name at the top o’ crime these days is Rachman. ’e’s the one in all the papers, and the more I think abaht it, ’e’s the one what you should start with. One thing, ’e’s a property developer, like what the Barebones are. There could be a connection there, you never know. Another matter, Rachman’s out in Nottin’ ’ill, where up in Nottin’ ’ill Sublime we’ve got the Inferred Saracen in some sort of a showdown with the seldom seen Beauty o’ Riots. Three birds wi’ one stone, that is. Maurice here could ’elp you in the other place, though in Short London you’d be on your tod.’

For Dennis, the last part of this had been drowned out completely by a frantic flapping of red flags which had commenced with Ironfoot Jack’s mention of Notting Hill. He hurriedly extemporised a reason why the King of the Bohemians’s patently good idea was actually a bad one.

‘Jack, that’s a non-starter. Why would somebody like Rachman talk to me and Grace?’

Ironfoot’s tired smile was briefly interrupted by a cancer grimace, but immediately resumed.

‘Well, now yer askin’. There’s this young chap what I know, works on and off for Rachman. ’e’s got criminal connections in the East End too, this bloke, which could be ’andy. Met ’im when we ’ad the Soho Fair in 1955. You should ’ave seen ’im: ’e’d got these tight little shorts, a guardsman’s jacket an’ a busby, in front of a marchin’ band and twirlin’ a drum major’s baton! ’e’s queer as a clockwork orange, and ’e’s sharp vergin’ on dangerous, but I ’appen to know as ’e’ll be down the Coach an’ ’orses, this time of a Saturday. If you nip down there now, tell ’im I sent yer, there’s a chance as ’e could set you up a meet with our friend Mr Rachman. Watch ’im, though. ’e’s worse than clever.’

Following a contemplative moue, Grace said she didn’t have to be at work till six, so it was fine with her, meaning that Dennis had no option but to bleakly chirp, ‘Me too.’ Jack told them the man’s name, while Maurice helpfully advised the pair to just live for the moment because they could drop the bomb tomorrow. On their way out, they edged past the man in the black jacket, unsure if the burned and bitter aura was from his espresso or his soul. Informing Dennis later that the fellow had been Francis Bacon, Grace opined that he was good at art, but had a face like a smacked arse. Up near the French’s front end, they passed Ada and Commotion, letting them know it was once more safe to sit with Jack and Maurice at the rear. Venables nodded at the pair, but Ada, though all smiles with Grace, regarded Dennis with a look that let him know he’d been a very disappointing torture victim. She still had tobacco, shredded paper and spoiled milk lodged in her stationary hair. Stood in the café’s open doorway, Dennis raised his bandaged hand in stiff farewell, then he and Grace were outside in the Neave-free air, both laughing in relief as they made for the Coach & Horses.

So, the second thing, eventuating from the first, was David Litvinoff. The Coach & Horses was only a minute’s walk around the corner from the French, a stately nineteenth-century construction on the corner of Romilly Street and Greek Street, looking all the better for a splash of sunlight. Inside was a subterranean firmament, celebrities of disrepute in bar-stool constellations, self-extinguished stars whose final smoulder filled the room with smoke, explosive laughter and a cosmic-ray bombardment of profanities. Grace thought she recognised a booming raconteur as the jazz vocalist George Melly, but she wasn’t sure. After polite enquiries of an unforgivably rude landlord, Grace and Dennis were directed to a corner table, where a figure sat completely still reading the Daily Express, but with such intensity and presence that it was exhausting just to watch. Dirty brown hair hung to the collar of a smart corduroy jacket, and his face was creased by best-forgotten hardships, dominated by an epic nose and eyes that didn’t miss a thing; Punch as a younger man, before his long end-of-the-pier decline at faded seaside venues. When they introduced themselves and told him that Jack Neave had sent them, Litvinoff arranged his features in a satire of surprised concern and said, ‘Ooh, did he? What a nasty old man. You must have offended him. What have you ever done to deserve me?’

Cackling uproariously, possibly intended to put Grace and Dennis at their ease, he motioned them to sit down, but warned Dennis that he really should get everyone a drink first, or Norman the landlord wouldn’t like it. ‘Come to that, I wouldn’t like it, either. Mine’s a gin and tonic.’ Dutifully, Dennis coughed up for the drinks, although Norman the landlord didn’t seem to noticeably like it any better once he had. They clinked their glasses and said, ‘Cheers,’ then Grace asked Litvinoff if there was any chance that they could talk to Peter Rachman. There ensued a beat of silence.

‘And why would you want to talk to him? Frankly, Peter can be very boring. Like a lot of gangsters: if you’re with them longer than five minutes, they can bore your tits off. Very seldom does the conversation turn to literature, theatre or contemporary cinema, do you know what I mean? Unless old fuck-foot has sent you to me because you’re looking to shack up in Ladbroke Grove, then I don’t see how I can help you. Perhaps if you could be more specific?’

Dennis shifted on his stool uneasily. He felt that giving anything away to someone as intelligent as Litvinoff would probably be a mistake. Now was the time, he thought, to play his cards close to his chest but, having no experience of poker, was uncertain how they did that.

‘We, uh, we just wanted to ask if he’d noticed anybody, well, um, physically unusual, around his line of business over this last year or so. Somebody who was . . . you know. Different.’

Looking skyward, lips pursed, Litvinoff appeared to be considering potential candidates of this description, before he returned his deadpan gaze to Dennis.

‘Well, there’s one of Colin Jordan’s White Defence League scamps up Elgin Court who says he’s got two cocks, but then they tell such stories, don’t they, fascists? I mean, just how physically unusual are we talking here? This person that you’re looking for, are they a centaur, say, or green with a big head like that chap in Dan Dare?’ Just for a second, something surfaced in the mocking, calculating eyes, and then was gone. ‘No, he’s a leg-puller is Ironfoot. Probably that’s how he lost his own. He doesn’t half say some peculiar things, you must have noticed. After we’d put on that Soho Fair, three or four years ago, I had a drink with him and we nearly fell out over which one of us knew Soho best. Pissed as a rat, he told me no one could know Soho till they’d seen Soho entire, which strikes me as a very funny thing to say, doesn’t it you?’

Grace merely sipped her drink and looked perplexed, but Dennis had a sudden intimation that the conversation was starting to wander into quicksand. Smiling faintly, Litvinoff went on.

‘Mind you, these days, we hear a lot of funny things. You should have met my former colleague Michael and asked him if he’d seen anybody physically unusual. He told me, in the strictest confidence, that on the night the Notting Hill riots got rained off, he’d seen an eight-foot-tall spade with six arms, having a knees-up in Arundel Gardens. Of course, as a fully qualified West Indian stereotype, Michael does smoke quite a bit of kif. If you ask me, the fascist with two knobs in Elgin Court sounds more reliable. And better company, it must be said.’

Again, having heard mention of the Inferred Saracen but lacking any physical description, Grace looked baffled by their veering discourse, although that was because she did not yet know enough to look alarmed. Whereas at this point, Dennis could distinctly feel the quicksand rising up both trouser legs. What did he know, this genial and sinister young man, perhaps a year or two older than Dennis, although clearly much more seasoned, longer marinated in these bomb-site streets? What was he playing at? There was a roar of laughter from the front bar’s other end which ended with Norman the landlord telling somebody that they were barred. Litvinoff propped a squarish chin upon his palm and looked up to one side coquettishly, like Puck in Argyll socks and slip-on loafers.

‘Couldn’t say why, but this puts me in mind of my brother Manny. Well, I say my brother: we’re half-brothers really. He’s the half above the waist, while I’m more naturally the bottom bit. A very well-respected Jewish poet, Manny is, although, of course, most of our best-known poets are all good Yiddisher boys, like W. B. Yeats, real name Wally Yalovsky. What it is, they adopt pseudonyms while trying to shake off the tax authorities. But I digress. A real mensch, is Manny. Wrote a poem taking T. S. Eliot to task for all his anti-semi-automaticism, and then read it out to Eliot’s stupid face down at the ICA when they’d just opened it. “Tread lightly on this earth of Europe/lest my people’s bones protest”. Hang on, I’ve lost my thread. Why was I telling you about Emmanuel?’

Dennis and Grace, looking at one another questioningly, hadn’t got a clue.

‘Ooh, yes. Now I remember. It was when he had his . . . shall we say, his mental difficulties, in the thirties. Manny told me that on one occasion, he’d found himself in a street where it was suddenly a different century, early Victorian as he described it. Even went into a shop to find a book that told him what the date was. Quite shook-up by that, was Manny. Said it was almost as if there was a separate city you could go around a corner and fall into, just like that. But I suppose that’s London for you. Live here long enough, you’re going to hear a lot of highly doubtful stories, don’t you find?’

Her features setting suddenly to an impassive concrete mask, Grace had apparently by now noticed the quicksand: it was sitting opposite them, with a gin and tonic and a copy of the Daily Express folded open to the William Hickey column, twitches of amusement at the corners of its quagmire mouth. Dennis had no idea what was happening in this corner of a noisy pub, much less how he should handle it. He’d been prepared, to some extent, for Charming Peter and the bottled City Heads, but not for David Litvinoff in ordinary Soho and broad daylight. Satisfied he had their full attention, Litvinoff adopted next a pained and self-recriminatory expression.

‘Hark at me. Where are my fucking manners? Here’s you looking for a – to my mind – perfectly reasonable chat with my associate Mr Rachman, while I’m giving you an earful about Jewish poets, most of them pretending to be Irish for taxation purposes. James Joyce, he was another one. Jake Jerkewitz, according to his birth certificate. No, I’ve been listening to what you’ve said, and you make a persuasive argument, all things considered.’ Neither Grace nor Dennis had uttered a word in the last quarter of an hour. ‘I think that we may have convergent interests, in that I find your suspicious interest very interesting. What do you say we pencil you in for an audience with Peter down at Westbourne Grove tomorrow afternoon? I don’t think he’ll have any prior commitments, seeing as us chosen people all get Sunday off. I’ll tell him you’re psychic investigators, shall I? Yes, I think I shall. He’s nice as pie, most of the time, is Peter, though he can get very moody. You know what it’s like with these Jews. Stick ’em in one or two concentration camps, you never hear the end of it.’

The carefree patter dripped with a refined brutality that Grace and Dennis, both stunned by their venture’s unforeseen if harrowing success, were keen to get away from. After they’d been given Rachman’s Westbourne Grove address and had arranged a time, the two of them stood up, and Dennis awkwardly shook the limp hand held up as if for him to kiss. ‘Well, then, uh, thank you. That’s fantastic. It’s been an experience talking to you, Mr Litvinoff.’ The spieler grinned, unblinking.

‘Oh, please, call me Litz. Only my closest friends and family call me Mr Litvinoff.’

They got out while they could. Walking back up through Soho, Grace towards her place of work, they talked about the subtly precarious conversation they’d just had, and Dennis asked Grace what she thought was Litvinoff’s specific job with Peter Rachman. She frowned contemplatively.

‘I’d say he’s a performer. He’s the one with all the mouth and the theatrics that you send in when you want someone intimidated. He intimidated me, I’ll tell you that for nothing. He was fishing, wasn’t he? He’s got suspicions about the Great When, most probably from that thing with his brother, but I’m guessing he’s got nothing definite. He’s humouring us, letting us have time with Rachman in case anything that yields a bit more information should come up. We’ll have to keep an eye on him.’

They were almost immediately in Old Compton Street, where Dennis volunteered to call in at the French and bring Maurice and Ironfoot up to date with fresh developments. Grace said she’d see him, two o’clock sharp, out in Westbourne Grove tomorrow, then walked off into a gathering dusk towards the place she danced at up in Walker’s Court, off Peter Street. He watched her go, and was surprised how comfortable it felt to be in her proximity again. She was alright, was Grace.

He popped his head around the French’s door for long enough to tell Jack and Maurice about the Sunday afternoon sit-down with Rachman – Ada and Commotion having clocked off for the night – and then went home himself, by bus, to Aldgate. He spent some time picking shreds of electrician’s tape from his armchair and carpet, fortified himself with beans on toast, then waded halfway through another chapter of Casino Royale before opting for an early bed. He drifted off to sleep thinking how nice it would be to see Grace tomorrow, although not so much the man that they were meeting.

Peter Rachman, then, was next in their domino rally of proliferating things. His headquarters lurked on Westbourne Grove’s corner where it met with Chepstow Road and Pembroke Villas. Prematurely bald save for a still-black felt around the back and sides, big and bespectacled, Rachman had the avuncular politeness and the understated power of a bank manager, dressing to match, receiving Grace and Dennis in his upstairs office with its rear view of the roofs and chimneys that were Bayswater. A pocket handkerchief. A gold ring on one little finger. On the desk, a humidor. The foremost slumlord in the country, smiling genially, offered them a seat.

‘I must say it’s not often that I have psychic investigators calling on me, but as niece and nephew of the famous Harry Price – Daphne and Douglas, am I right? – you should consider yourselves welcome. Nothing like a good ghost story, is there? Incidentally, may I say that I was very sad to hear about your uncle’s passing. I know it was years ago, but you must miss him very much.’

Daphne and Douglas looked at one another. Douglas had a sick expression as he realised belatedly the nature of the minefield David Litvinoff had, for his own amusement, dumped them in. Luckily, Daphne’s job taught her to be adaptable to sudden and unscheduled changes in the music.

‘Yes, we do, and thank you for your sympathies. But after Borley Rectory, you have to understand that Uncle Harry wasn’t the same person, was he, Douglas?’

By now starting to recover from his panic, Dennis did his best to play along. ‘No, Daphne’s right. He wasn’t. If somebody knocked the door, he’d think it was a chatty poltergeist. Towards the end, he was down on his knees trying to scrub the ectoplasm from his doorstep.’ Grace kicked his foot, warning Dennis not to overdo it, but the most successful criminal in town was nodding gravely.

‘Yes, I see. That’s tragic, that is. Poor old soul. But I hear you’re still in the family business, so how can I help you? I’m afraid that my boy David wasn’t too specific on that point.’

Thank God for that, at least. Once more, Grace rose to the occasion.

‘Mr Rachman, first of all, thank you for seeing us. We’re working on a major article, probably titled “Haunted Notting Hill”, where we look into strange things that have happened in the area – reported ghosts and local legends, things like that. We also wanted to include a bit of general background on the place, so we thought that as the most well-known business figure in the district, you’d be a good place to start.’ The property tycoon, quietly flattered, managed to affect a modest smile while nodding his agreement with Grace’s assessment. Obviously confident in her ability to talk to people, she went on. ‘One thing that we’ve heard rumours of is an unpleasant-looking little person, not much bigger than a child, with all sorts of mysterious events surrounding them. We don’t suppose you’ve happened to hear tell of anything like that?’

Rachman removed a cigar from the humidor, clipped off its end and lit it with one of those bulky lighters, then exhaled a blanket of grey wool, shaking his head.

‘There’s Quart-pot Queenie from up Kilburn way, but she’s not what you’d call unpleasant-looking, or prone to mysterious events, from what I’ve heard. No, we don’t get a lot of apparitions here in Notting Hill. I’m told some of my tenants do a bit of voodoo now and then, practices what they’ve brought with them from Barbados or wherever but, beyond that, nothing I can think of.’

Nodding understandingly, Grace tried another tack.

‘When we met Mr Litvinoff, he mentioned an associate of his called Michael, a West Indian man, and gave us the impression that this Michael might have witnessed something supernatural, back last year when all the riots were going on. I wondered if this chap had told you anything like that?’

Rachman leaned back in his expensive leather armchair, puckering a boiled-egg brow.

‘Well, first you have to realise that David says a lot of funny things. Proper comedian, is David. But the feller what he spoke of would have been Michael de Freitas. He was very level-headed, Michael, and he never talked about matters like that, not in my hearing. Anyway, I haven’t seen him for a while. I gather that he’s getting more involved in coloured issues since the riots. As I understand, that business made him very angry, and I couldn’t tell you where he’s living now.’

This came as a relief to Dennis. From the moment that he’d woken and throughout his bus journey to Notting Hill, he’d felt a fluttering in his stomach that was less like butterflies and more like parrots. His consuming fear had been that this de Freitas person, with his glimpse of what was almost certainly the Inferred Saracen, would somehow lead to Joe Meek’s key, which would then lead to Dennis, then to Slenderhorse, then to disaster should the twinkling equestrian reveal how he’d contrived to have Clive Amery eaten by a street. Spotting an opportunity to steer the conversation into safer waters, Dennis served the ghetto magnate up a question of his own.

‘That’s too bad, but as Daphne here was saying earlier, we’d like to give a picture of what Notting Hill is really like today, to contrast with the ghosts and that. I mean, you’ve got to be the most important property developer in London, if not England. What’s that like? You must hear rumours all the time about what’s going on with your competitors, or with new operators that have come to town.’

Having caught on that Dennis hoped to get some news from Rachman on the subject of the similarly employed Barebones, Grace supplied an earnest nod, agreeing with her physically unlikely brother. It was by now plain to both of them that their congenial host responded well to worship, and as Rachman settled further back in his black leather throne, he puffed on his cigar with a Churchillian air of contemplation, satisfied his potency had been acknowledged, his supremacy confirmed.

‘It’s true that nothing happens on the market I don’t hear about, but in regard to competition, I’d say things are fairly stable at the moment. The way London property’s divided up, other than me, there’s just Mike Heseltine, the Barclay boys, and that’s about it for legitimate concerns. Of course, from time to time you’ll have these common criminals who try to muscle in on even the most law-abiding businesses. At present there’s some grumbling coming out of the East End, but next week it’ll come from somewhere else, so I remain largely untroubled by it. Like I say, you’ll get these temper tantrums now and then, but nothing me and my associates can’t handle, I assure you.’

This was going nowhere. Either Rachman genuinely had no information he could offer them, or was too polished a professional to casually give anything away – most probably the former. They lobbed a few further facile questions at the studiedly innocuous entrepreneur, just for the look of things, receiving only facile statements in reply, and not long after that, they both professed that they’d already taken up too much of Rachman’s valuable time, by which they meant the opposite. Infallibly polite, he showed Douglas and Daphne to the door and asked if they could send a copy of their article when it was published, to which they assured him that they would, shook hands with him, then trotted off in the direction of their bus stop. Notting Hill’s monarch of ruins watched them go, then went back upstairs to his office, where he sat with one manicured finger resting at his lips, two others drumming for a moment on his desk. Then he picked up the phone.

Congratulating themselves on their improvised deception and commiserating over its lack of significant results, they juddered by bus back to Soho through a Sunday London that, as usual, seemed notably silent and deserted in its deference to the Lord’s Day. Nowhere open, even tumbleweeds were either spending the weekend indoors or off visiting relatives in Kent. When Grace and Dennis reached Old Compton Street, the French was closed as well, but following some gentle tapping at the glass door, Maurice Calendar eventually let them in. The manifest menswear barometer, on this occasion, would allow the pair no further than the narrow coffee shop’s front end, explaining that Jack Neave was currently asleep up at the rear, in an exaggerated whisper that still somehow managed to convey his dread of an impending nuclear war, having a fallout-shelter urgency.

Maurice received the news that they had drawn a blank with Rachman philosophically, and told them in return that he’d had better luck learning the place and date of the proposed Barebones excursion into the inferior city: it would indeed be in what was left of Cripplegate on January 29th, the Thursday after next, presumably at dead of night in order to avoid detection. Seeing as there wasn’t anything they could do until then, this suited Grace, who had been worried about missing shifts up at the club, while for his part, Dennis supposed those letters about non-existent intercourse weren’t going to write themselves. Calendar also said – as far as they could make out from his barely audible stage murmurs – that the stand-off between Saracen and Beauty appeared stable for the moment, with the two Arcana circling each other warily, there at the heart of Notting Hill Sublime, but no developments as yet. He whispered that he’d keep them posted, although Dennis hoped he wouldn’t, and then hissed apologetically that he had best return to watching over Ironfoot. The couple said goodbye to him, agreed that they should not be moved, then stepped out into the evacuated afternoon.

Both going the same way, they shared another bus as far as Bishopsgate, talking and laughing easily together, calling each other Doug and Daphne, until he got off near Houndsditch while she carried on another stop to Shoreditch High Street. Watching as the bus and its exhaust cloud trundled up the hill away from him, he felt absurdly glad that him and Grace were friends again; that he was turning twenty-eight next month, was now mature enough to understand that friends were all they were, and be more than content with that. Without the pressure and anxiety of trying to get her into bed, Dennis was at last able to appreciate her company, which was a wonder. He was whistling as he walked down to Aldgate, looking forward to the Thursday after next.

And so, in the continuing parade of things, came January 29th. Up late the Wednesday night before detailing a set-to between obliging Lady Mayoress and triumphant local rugby team, Dennis woke up to find that it was still pitch-black outside and, reasoning that it must be some while yet before dawn, turned over and went back to sleep. He didn’t need to be in Cripplegate until that evening anyway, and felt that he deserved a good lie-in after a few days of dispiriting pornography.

Perhaps less than an hour after that, he was awakened by persistent knocking at the front door, although it still wasn’t light yet. Hastily pulling a wretched dressing-gown over his Aertex underpants and singlet, Dennis switched the table lamp on in his living room, then stumbled semi-conscious down the passage to unlock the door. Who could it be at this time of the night, whatever time that was? Please, God, he prayed agnostically, don’t let it be Joe Meek.

But it was Grace. She stared at him, eyes wide with shock and disbelief that did not seem directed at his dressing-gown. Behind her, through the open door, Old Castle Street wasn’t just dark, it was invisible. At Grace’s back there churned a wall of grey and gas-lamp green, like swirling marbled endpapers to suit an uninviting book. Whatever the miasma was, its stench was that of sulphur and an insurmountably blocked drain. Grace staggered past down the illuminated hall, coughing into her hand, and as he closed the door behind her, Dennis mumbled, ‘Grace? What time is it?’ Between wiping her streaming eyes and blowing black stuff from her nose into a pocket handkerchief, she looked at him incredulously and said, ‘Twenty past one in the afternoon.’

Smog. Oh, Christ, it was smog again, like ’52. He took her through into his living room, where he turned on the ceiling light as well, then went and hurriedly got dressed while Grace made both of them a cup of tea. Clumsily buttoning his shirt, getting the holes wrong so he had to start again, Dennis remembered 1952. There’d been a thing they called a temperature inversion, where the cold air somehow rose above the warm air, holding down the factory smoke and car exhaust, and trapping it in an unbreathable black bubble over London that went on for days and days. The government provided paper masks which they knew to be useless, just to be seen to be doing something. Thousands died. That led to the Clean Air Act, 1956, but it took years for everybody to convert, and now it looked as if the murderous curtain had descended for an encore.

As they made a start upon their tea, both badly rattled, Dennis was halfway through asking Grace exactly why she’d called so early in the day, despite the smog, when suddenly he saw the bleeding obvious: they’d thought the Barebones sortie would be undertaken after dark, avoiding daylight, but with no broad daylight to avoid, it could occur at any time the Barebones liked. It could be happening now. Grace nodded glumly, having reached the same conclusion privately an hour or two before, while Dennis was still sleeping off the previous night’s erotic typing binge. She then reminded him of what they’d both heard the Macmillan-blob tell the skull-faced developers about a ‘toxic fog of rhetoric’, and everything fell into place. The choking haze was not a natural or industrial phenomenon, but was instead an intervention by the many-headed slime mould to assist the Great When’s business classes in their clandestine endeavour. The pair of conscripted sleuths clearly did not have time to finish gulping down their tea, and after improvising wool bandannas from moth-eaten scarfs that Dennis hadn’t worn in years, they tried to find their way to the remains of Cripplegate.

Though they had walked together through colliding eras in the other London, both agreed that this outing was stranger. Holding hands purely as an expediency, the two of them felt their way along familiar streets they could no longer see, struggling through the opaque atmosphere of a world other than their own. What air there was, was bitter, acrid in the nose and throat, with green-grey nowhere just a foot or two in front of them at every hesitating step. Though the miasma didn’t look like Dennis’s idea of parliamentary rhetoric, its smell was similar. Nothing alleviated the malodorous gloom. Outside those few rare shops that hadn’t shut already, puddles of tired light evaporated into pale stains, and a solitary motorcar snailed past, detectable only by engine noise, its full-beam headlights made to distant, ailing fireflies by the murk. From suffocating Houndsditch, inch by inch, they made their way by touch down the surviving Roman wall to Aldersgate, and what should have been twenty minutes’ walk took them an hour to complete, breathless and blind on unseen cobbles.

When near certain they stood at the edge of Cripplegate’s weed-smothered absence, there arose the problem of how they could spy upon the Barebones through that roiling muck, or even tell if the skull-dandies had shown their peeled faces yet. Their hands still clasped, Dennis and Grace took careful paces out into the erased wasteland, trying not to trip on hidden bricks or creepers, and after a few yards were rewarded by the distant clattering of tooth enamel. The abominations, then, were here already and about their cryptic business, but how were they functioning? Could those repulsive, sticky eyes be capable of vision even through a fog thick as cement? Hearts in their mouths, the pair edged slowly forward into mottled nothing, of a sudden frozen in their tracks by a brief glimpse of startling colour through the bilious churn ahead, a splash of vivid yellow on relentless grey.

Unnerved, the duo thought it better to progress on hands and knees, an awkward crawl through rubble that, after a negligible distance, made them both aware of the true situation: as if breaking face first through a vaporous membrane, they found themselves in a place where there was light and something close to oxygen, immediately pulling back into the mist lest they be seen. Experimenting cautiously, they rapidly determined they were right at the perimeter of a broad circle some two hundred yards across, from which the fumes and darkness were mysteriously emptied, the base of an intangible, cleared cylinder of air whose pinnacle must surely be above the smog bank to allow the pallid winter sunlight down, wanly illuminating the unclouded reach. Dennis recalled the mists in Arnold Circus, years ago in 1949, shrinking away down side streets from the criminal Arcanum Harry Lud, and thought the Barebones might be causing something similar. He also noticed, at the circular expanse’s southmost edge, the partially occluded form of an immense stone archway that he knew to be the Roman fort gate for which Cripplegate was named. He’d seen it once when he’d been nine, caught out of doors in the Luftwaffe firestorm that had razed the ancient district, briefly manifest in the surrounding blaze. The gate had long since been demolished, but was resurrected here to loom up, thinly veiled by smog, presiding over the delirious tableau beneath.

There were perhaps a dozen of the beautifully apparelled monsters, fortunately just then gathered on the far side of the lucid area, clicking and chattering between themselves, unlikely to detect that they were being watched. In white hose and gold-buckled shoes, they strutted and conferred, their snapping discourse like a pool of typists in another room. One stooped to peer through a theodolite, while others did their best to measure the uneven ground with yardsticks, striding waist-deep through exhausted nettles in their flaring frock coats, blossoms from a sentient bouquet. With quizzing glasses raised, the charnel property developers consulted unrolled diagrams, pointed at this or that with white-gloved forefingers and bowed peruke or periwig together in percussive dental conversation. Set against a backdrop of the Great When, the unblinking skulls had merely featured in its pageant of macabre exotica, no more unsettling than anything else. There in the dull familiarity of the East End, however, they were horrifying; human faces without flesh or skin, a cold and calculating malice in the lidless, jellied stare. Their foppish affectations – here a fluttered kerchief, there a peck of snuff sucked up into a jagged nasal cavity – bordered on the unbearable. Deciding that they’d seen more than they needed, and not caring to find out what would occur if they were spotted, Grace and Dennis withdrew into the asphyxiating smoulder, backing up in silence until they were once more standing on the concealed paving slabs of Aldersgate.

Blind leading blind, they lost another hour retracing their route through the cancelled lanes of a lost world, not talking much when it was hard enough even to breathe. At Bishopsgate they coughed and snivelled their goodbyes, agreeing that, weather permitting, they could go across to Soho the next day together and report to Jack and Maurice what they’d seen, whatever that had been. Much as Dennis liked watching fondly after Grace when she departed, in this instance, after eighteen inches there was nothing left to watch. He made his way by sense of touch down Houndsditch, fumbling through the noxious gloom until eventually he found Old Castle Street and, after two or three false starts, his own front door. Inside, he boiled sufficient water, had a bath, then made himself something to eat before confecting more absurdist correspondence for QT, not long thereafter going back to bed, his body clock defeated by perpetual dark.

Next day, the smog had gone and it was pissing down with rain, as if to rinse the all-day night away. Grace called by with a sensible umbrella and they took the bus over to Soho, placing bets on individual droplets racing down the window glass like dirty diamond horses. In the French, with Ada and Commotion Venables once more in evidence – it seemed that Ada had appointed herself as Jack Neave’s head nurse – they talked with Ironfoot and Maurice, out of the women’s earshot, about what they’d seen in Cripplegate. Maurice, who had a battered US paperback called On the Road, by someone with a foreign-sounding name, jutting conspicuously from the pocket of his hooded coat, received their field report with a distinctly worried frown, and promised to inform the City Heads about this threatening development at his first opportunity. Jack Neave, looking and smelling slightly better after a bed-bath from Coffin Ada that nobody cared to think about too closely, said the confrontation between Saracen and Beauty seemed to be approaching some sort of crescendo, this according to Gog Blincoe, who’d called in to see Jack on the previous filthy afternoon. Given there were no leads forthcoming on the whereabouts of Button Dainty, Neave thought it an ideal time for Grace and Dennis to let Calendar escort them into Notting Hill Sublime during the next few days, so that they could appraise things for themselves.

While Dennis felt this schedule fell some way short of ideal, he couldn’t see a way to wriggle out of it, so bobbed his head reluctantly in feigned agreement. After some discussion as to what would best suit Grace’s working hours and Maurice’s availability, it was decided that the third day of next month, the coming Tuesday, was the most convenient date. There was, it seemed, an entry point to the Great When in Notting Hill itself, a place called Powis Square that neither Grace nor Dennis could remember having heard of. If the duo met Calendar there at noon in four days’ time, then the sartorial precursor could assist in their transition between the two Londons. Though he wished that it was longer, Dennis thought that in four days the situation might have changed, or that he may have formulated a legitimate excuse, but there was no such luck. Before he knew it, he and Grace

are trembling, gasping, holding one another up amid a sudden Rousseau jungle that has been a railed-off patch of urban shrubbery right up to this exploded moment, this next thing . . . above, the canopy rings to the shriek of stereophonic apes, the scream of Fauvist parrots with their paint not dry and beads of startling colour showering from spread feathers . . . honeyed breeze, drowsy, suffused by orchids . . . damp lianas are the wilderness’s faulty wiring, and its berries burn like seaside lightbulbs, glisten like sucked sweets . . . next to them, Maurice Calendar steps through the hinged door of a towering baobab, the greys and mute pastels of Powis Square fleetingly visible before the trend chameleon swings the trunk shut behind him . . . prodding thick-rimmed spectacles a little higher on his nose, Maurice encourages the hyperventilating pair, telling them, ‘Right, let’s be about our business, comrades, so that you don’t have to spend too long here. The spot where the two Arcana are still circling each other is five minutes’ walk around the corner, and we needn’t drag this out’ . . .

carefully circumnavigating near-fluorescent snakes heaped in an intestinal tangle, swatting away butterflies whose wings are flags of unimaginable nations, Maurice leads the couple from a sprawling forest that turns out to have been barely fifty feet from side to side, a tropic island separating the two sections of Square Powis Insolent . . . from purple-shaded undergrowth into a pouring dazzle of the Great When’s daylight, Calendar leads Grace and Dennis through the lanes of Notting Hill’s unearthly counterpart, where all about, the nineteenth-century terraces uncrumble themselves into shabby form before subsiding back to rural pasture, Notting Farm or Portobello . . .

squinting in the brilliance, they traverse the simultaneous centuries of something more than Colville Terrace, until they reach a mythology of Kensington Park Road . . . the higher street is lit as if for surgery by blazing sky, and populated with a scattering of this London’s symbolic phantasms, plus the customary memory spectres fading in and out of view, obliviously replaying human moments, briefly popular recordings on the crackling gramophone of history . . . down at the road’s far end, just past the dog-leg turn at an idealised Ladbroke Gardens, there’s a man-sized entity walking away from them, about to vanish out of sight around the angled bend, but with an aspect that stops Grace and Dennis in their stumbling tracks . . . the figure wears black rubber boots, brown boiler suit and thick industrial gloves, and where its neck and head should be boils up a thick-stemmed mushroom cloud, too bright to look at even in the different city’s overstated light . . . it turns the corner and is gone . . .

as they resume their slow perambulation, in subdued tones Maurice says, ‘That was a Christmas Man. We saw the first one back in 1942, some years before Hiroshima, but nobody knew what it was. A couple more turned up across the years since then, but ever since Britain exploded its first H-bomb over Christmas Island back in ’57, we’ve had dozens of them. What they threaten never happens, but the tension that they carry with them simmers in the background all the time, so everyone’s perpetually uneasy. I can’t stand them. Come on – a bit further down we’ve got Arundelysium, where the Arcana are at odds. Let’s go have a gander at what’s happening, and try our hardest to forget the bomb-head, though I know it’s difficult’ . . .

although both Grace and Dennis find themselves reminded of the nuclear apparition many times over the months to come, right at that moment Dennis has forgotten it already, its apocalyptic omen superseded by his growing certainty that this ‘Arundelysium’ for which they’re headed will turn out to be a hyperbolic version of Arundel Gardens, where Joe Meek resides with Slenderhorse’s key . . . and then they’re there and that’s exactly what it is, and suddenly no one can think of anything but the sheer spectacle of two belligerent Arcana, furnace eyes locked, orbiting each other like colliding stars . . . her only prior experience of the Great When’s master totems having been Her Train and Broadstair the Prime Monster, neither of which anyone would call representational, Grace grabs Dennis’s sleeve and draws a sharp breath that she doesn’t seem in any hurry to exhale . . .

a shimmer of Victorian houses on the street’s north side, sliding from ruin to reassembly, overlooks a more verdant enclosure to the south that’s bounded only by a polished silver kerb . . . in mauves and blues and greens, this area has an underwater look, its toppled stones decalcified, bedizened with anemones, with drifting fronds of seagrass, and there at its centre stand the unbelievable antagonists . . . both are colossal, with the Beauty of Riots taller at some twelve or fifteen feet against the Inferred Saracen’s mere eight or nine, yet neither one seems out of scale, being incarnate symbols of similar magnitude . . . the circling has stopped now, and the titans stand barely a pace apart, marble-still and unblinking, staring into one another’s eyes with blistering intensity . . .

amid a small crowd of the higher city’s multiform spectators – great glass chessmen, children with the heads of mice, something concealed behind the fan dance of its half-a-dozen folded wings – Dennis stands gaping between Grace and Maurice, trying to take in that these Arcana, these uncanny eminences, have been waltzing in their deadlock for around six months of human time, hardly a heartbeat here . . . sizing each other up in an arena made for wrestling or drama, lighted from above by the ethereal London’s blinding heavens that make every daylight hour high noon . . . the Beauty of Riots flares her nostrils, tosses red hair bright as molten copper from the forge, a thousand years of rampage and revolt still rippling in her calf-length gown of statue white . . . the Inferred Saracen, proud as a djinn, unmoved at the dust devil’s eye of their continually ribboning and altering apparel, oscillating between male and female, wreathed in swaying gospel, skittering jazz, heartbroken blues or rhythms not yet named, and in six hands their fluxing implements: a lumpy reefer, a wine bottle corked with burning rag, a photo of Haile Selassie, a steel comb, a house brick and, incongruously, a bunch of flowers . . . in a strained undertone, Maurice instructs Dennis and Grace to run for it the moment that a fight commences, but then, both at once, the duelling Arcana each take a step forward . . .

the vermillion sash across the Beauty’s chest, unfastened by an unsourced gust, snaps upright and remains there, falling into pleats, a rearing cobra hissing silken in the wind . . . the whip and whirl of fabric that surrounds the Saracen now flaps behind them as a quivering black chrysanthemum shot through with vivid party favours; the erected quills of an infuriated porcupine . . . while Grace’s nails dig tighter in his arm, Dennis recalls the terminal predictions of the Swedenborg head, muffled under dusty glass, a vision where Arcanum battles murderously with Arcanum . . . perhaps this is where the bottled sage’s augured end begins, and anything could happen, anything at all . . .

the mouth of the mob-goddess stretches open in a yawn or silent lioness snarl, and her thin wraps inaugurate a slow jellyfish billowing . . . her dark opponent flexes, garment storm flung back behind to leave the front of them exposed, the contours by turns angular or undulant, breasts fruiting out from furry flatland, penis melting back to labial folds, moment by moment, epidermis shifting colour that tunes back and forth on an autumnal waveband . . . all six hands are empty now . . . tipping her red-capped head back, swooning shut her eyes, the siren of approaching sirens shivers and her floating skirts invert, blanched cotton petals rising in a water lily bloom, with there beneath, a jut of ivory pudendum that, instead of russet curls, is fringed by leaping flame . . . two of the black, brown, olive giant’s transmuting streamers, leather turning into denim into satin, ravel from the thrashing cloud of couture at their rear now, missile silks unreeling, fast and horizontal through the crystal air . . . diving as one between the belle of revolution’s parted caryatid thighs, slippery ribbon tendrils flutter twixt marmoreal buttocks before slithering up the chalk-line spine of insurrection’s sweetheart, separating, peeling down, one over each bare shoulder to her bosom, where they bunch to birthday-present bows about the rounded brass bolts of the nipples . . . this is plainly not a fight . . .

baring her pristine teeth, the Beauty gestures and her hovering serpent sash strikes out, curls itself like a crooking finger at the Saracen’s smooth nape, below the rapid segue of black hair that’s beaded, braided, bell rope thick and bald, tugging the exquisitely carven head of the jet idol incrementally towards her literally burning loins . . . with their accompanying soundtrack surging in a squeal of bebop, the excited noir Arcanum thrusts his-and-her sculpted face enthusiastically into the leaping conflagration, truffling in carnal wildfire, two hands reaching up to cup the shaped-snow teats, two on the handles of the hips and two wrapped coarsely, greedily around the Doric columns of civic uprising’s powerful legs . . . after a time, her scented magma dripping from a chin that shades from dusk to dark, the Saracen starts to ascend, to climb the legend of the Beauty’s body, eight limbs coiling in an elegant coordination, moves that are cephalopod and sensuous, having no trace of the invasive or arachnid . . . and public disorder’s lovely soul is joined in coital union with the glorious beast of white imagination, alabaster on obsidian, and the audience gasps, and in another Notting Hill a social activist named Claudia Jones conceives a Caribbean carnival to heal the sundered streets, and soon the rutting ideologies are lost from view within a swirling bait-ball of their own aroused apparel, and the show is over, though its once and future blues play on . . .

both staring, blank and stunned, Dennis and Grace stand rooted by taboo, while Maurice Calendar looks positively queasy . . . quavering, he explains, ‘I know it’s not the Aldermaston spirit, it’s just, the idea of sexual reproduction makes me sick. Me, I’m self-propagating, so the nearest that I get to sex is being an undifferentiated mass of protoplasmic molecules, without this awful orifice-and-plunger business. If you don’t mind, I’ll walk you back to Square Powis Insolent and see you safely to the short side, then I’ll shimmer over to Soho Entire and tell Jack what we saw, before it’s up to Snapping Beak Street for an early night. I’m sorry, but the meat machinery makes me heave, it really does, even when it’s symbolic’ . . . distant jade eyes still fixated on the flailing tourniquet tornado, Grace agrees in a low voice that she herself is feeling overwhelmed and would prefer to get back home as quick as possible . . . and so, although some while will be entailed in ducking through a door set in a baobab, out through the sober green inspection hatch of an electric junction box to startlingly ordinary Powis Square by twilight, and the sharing of a hushed and wonder-concussed bus ride back to the East End, in what seems like no time at all, Dennis and Grace . . .

were stepping down unsteadily from the rear platform on to the slap-in-the-face reality of Bishopsgate, as phosphor-pimpled night was settling in. Concerned by her protracted silence, worried that this second plunge into the other city might have jarred her mental equilibrium, Dennis asked Grace if she’d like him to walk her up to Spitalfields and Folgate Street, just for a bit of company. A good foot shorter than her rangy colleague, she looked up at him without expression for a moment and then slowly shook her head, trembling the bright Vesuvius curtains of her hair. ‘No, I don’t think so, not after what we’ve just seen. I think I’d like it better if you walked me down to your place.’ Dennis nodded gravely, sympathetically. ‘Of course. Don’t want to be alone with all the sudden flashes of upsetting memory, eh? I know the feeling. You come down to mine, we’ll have a cup of tea and . . .’ He broke off abruptly. Grace was staring at him now, her features set in an expression of strained patience. ‘Dennis, is there nothing that you understand? I don’t want a nice cup of tea. What I want is for you to drag me back to yours and shag me until both of us are nearly dead. What do you say?’

What Dennis said was striking and expressive for a vowel sound, albeit technically not English. Giggling in disbelief at the world’s possibilities, they ran like truant third-years, hand in hand the length of Houndsditch, veering breathless on St Botolph and past Goulston to Old Castle Street, where they endured fumbled unlockings, fondled and caressed their way across a cluttered living room towards the boudoir privacy beyond, then kissed each other from their clothes and into an untidy bed that neither really noticed, with their planet boiled down to anatomy, to urgent mattress timpani. This, then, was their penultimate engagement in the list of consequential things.

Her naked body was some ancient map-maker’s first glimpse of a new continent that took Dennis’s breath away. The lunar flesh had the exquisite curves and swellings of a priceless vase, from which her scarlet tresses were a spill of poppies splashing on the pillow. He had not believed this day would ever happen, and now that it had, he found that he still couldn’t quite believe it; thought it might turn out to be another of those dreams where he’d wake up before the punchline in frustration and annoyance: Grace’s tits were those of an agrarian goddess promising a fulsome harvest, ripening to aureoles of proud diameter, each with a pink and hard freshwater pearl as centrepiece. Her stomach was a veldt whose contours rolled the pinball eye swiftly and inexorably around the gravity well of her navel, down through the flamingo-feathered mound and further, to the dewed-fern furrow of her quim, her pouting secret. Supine, with her clothes gone and her puppet limbs unfastened, she sprawled on creased sheets that needed changing, with a wilful smile and her knees slumping open in the universal semaphore for ‘welcome’. Yet the battery providing every particle of her with an erotic charge was her delighted features, ears artfully folded paper seahorses, the whole assembly framed in eddying rococo waves of rose-blood hair, her heart-shaped countenance surmounted by high-voltage emeralds beneath their long-lashed awnings, looking like she wanted him.

He launched himself on her as on an ocean, their eyes closed against the splash and spray, mouths locked together, tropic suction cups in desperate resuscitation. A white breast ballooned into his splaying palm, and he could feel the warm iron ingot of his cock, sandwiched deliciously between their damping abdomens, a thrilled pulse surging forward, foaming back like tide. In a surf-murmur she told him how big and hard it was, a well-meant lie become a self-fulfilling prophecy, and reaching down, took him in one soft hand, adjusting his trajectory, guiding the tingling focus of his nervous system up into the warm, wet squeeze of her insides, and a whole life was in his sigh of gratitude.

They were a perfect fit, as though precision engineered by gentle and lascivious craftsmen, and when he began to move within her, Dennis had a sense of intimate familiarity, exactly as if he’d been here before, had finally come home. Both pushing passionately, quickly settling to the primordial tempo, they amalgamated, melted to a single article of sweat and skin and singing friction, where they barely knew whose body parts were whose, lost to the endless in and out of corals, fashion, government, breath, galaxies. A rubber nipple slipped between his sucking, sipping lips, and he had Grace beneath him as she arched her feet against the creaking bedrail, drawing herself like a longbow, pulling the stretched tendons taut, and then the surprised yelp of her release, the thrum of a struck target. Her bare-wire convulsions and the startled aviary of her outcries made Dennis aware that his own mercury was rising from its bulb, insistently ascending through its calibrations, and might very soon explode amid their mutual, mounting heatwave with no safety covering in place.

Unsheathing himself, sliding from the lubricated tunnel of hot muscle, with a groan of mixed regret and ecstasy, he climbed awkwardly to his knees and silvered Grace’s belly while she looked down pleased and beaming, glittering eyes wide in Christmas wonderment. As care, concern and conscious thought ebbed tinkling over shingle, Dennis crumpled to her side, face buried in the glossy, tumbling locks and one filleted arm flung out across her. After an unmeasured interval, he jemmied his uppermost eyelid open to behold her with her head turned, gazing fondly down at him, her petulant lips curved into the purest, most seraphic smile.

‘She was only the admiral’s daughter, but her naval base was full of discharged seamen.’

They both sniggered childishly, and then they kissed and stroked and murmured, called each other Doug and Daphne, anguished over whether what they’d done was incest and if Uncle Harry might report them, via a tilted table or a floating trumpet, from the afterlife. At length, Daphne announced that if her host’s minuscule kitchen harboured even the most rudimentary provisions, she would make the pair of them something to eat – which in the end was only scrambled egg on toast, but still – accomplished, as it turned out, in his borrowed white shirt and without putting her knickers on. Doug, meanwhile, goosebumped and stark naked, took the opportunity to hide his complimentary copies of QT beneath a years-old monochrome edition of The Radio Times with homicidal-looking ventriloquist’s dummy Archie Andrews threateningly bug-eyed on its cover. They returned to bed with their late-night repast and its attendant cups of tea, made humorous and lewd remarks on the phenomenon of copulation until it all went beyond a joke and they had sex again, this second bout being not only more inventive but of lengthier duration. Then they went to sleep.

Next morning was a blissful drift, heads full of wool and swan down as they fell to dream-drunk conversation, suitable for tongues still tickled by stray curls of hair. Their pillows propped by cushions borrowed from the living room, Grace gently told him in a kind yet serious tone that last night hadn’t meant that they were now engaged or even going out together, that they’d have to take it as it came and not go rushing into things, although the fact that she had his erection in her hand while she was saying this made it something of a mixed message.

They got up eventually, got dressed and kissed their way through breakfast before Grace reluctantly informed him that she’d have to leave for her address in Spitalfields, to wash and change in preparation for her afternoon performance at the club. Teasingly, she suggested that she might call by around teatime tomorrow, so that he could take her to the nearest Gaumont for a back-row viewing of Room at the Top, and see what happened after that. Extensively, they kissed again on Dennis’s front doorstep and she click-clacked up Old Castle Street towards White’s Row, Commercial Street and home, frequently grinning back across her shoulder, making sure he was still watching her while knowing that of course he was. What else would he be watching?

He went back indoors, lighter than air and filled with the heart’s helium, happier than he’d ever been. Her smell lounged indolently in the living room and bedroom, fleeting portraits of her, sketched in scent that made him wish she were still there, and when the front door knocked three minutes later – no doubt she’d forgotten something, purse or lipstick, in that dizzy and endearing way that he imagined women had – he bounced along the passageway enthusiastically to swing the portal open, carefree as a sandboy, almost levitating in his rapture, but it wasn’t Grace. It was Joe Meek.

Sheet-white and red-eyed, the producer thrust a rustling, trembling newspaper to within inches of Dennis’s shock-stopped face. It was a copy of that morning’s Daily Mirror, fourth of February, cheap at tuppence ha’penny, and shaking so much that Dennis couldn’t at first take it in – an advert for less costly television rentals, an aggrieved subheading at the bottom warning there could shortly be six hundred thousand unemployed, with up at the front page’s top, a grainy image of a cheerful, chubby man in a white zoot suit, arms spread to embrace a wave of adulation, where the legend read TRAGEDY OF ‘JAPE’ RICHARDSON, and underneath that, THEY CALLED HIM ‘BIG BOPPER’. At last, from a swim of newsprint, the main headline captured his attention, buttonholed him with the information that TOP ‘ROCK’ STARS DIE IN CRASH. Below, there was a head-and-shoulders photograph of someone Dennis recognised: brown curls stacked like the foaming head on fresh-poured Coca-Cola, schoolboy smile entirely made of overbite, eyes wide with unforeseen success and magnified by even wider glasses. It was Buddy Holly, twenty-four and newly married, undone when his plane was brought down by a snowstorm on the previous day. On February third.

Angrily snatching back the jittering tabloid once assured that Dennis had absorbed its dismal content, Joe Meek glared accusingly through his resurgent tears.

‘Well, let’s hear what you’ve got to say about that, then, you rotten pig.’
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Speaking of Birmingham

So, there they were, Joe on the sofa – weeping in bereavement, angry and reproachful, thanking Dennis for the cup of tea – and Dennis in a chair blotched by tenacious scraps of electrician’s tape, hunched over, staring numbly at the front page of a Daily Mirror clutched in fingers that still smelled distractingly of Grace. The smudgy type informed him that though Ritchie Valens had purported to be twenty-one, he had in fact been only seventeen; had left school just last year. Along with Buddy and the Bopper, he’d apparently set out by aircraft for the next stop on their tour, which was in Fargo, North Dakota, taking off into a snowstorm and found hours later, all three dead amid the wreckage. On the coffee table’s other side, Meek blew his nose, both inconsolable and furious.

‘The worst thing is, well, not the worst thing but the second worst thing, it’s that, like I said, I told him all this when he were in London. Told him all about the message what we’d got using the tarot cards, with “February third”, and “Buddy Holly dies”, and everything. And what I can’t help thinking is, did he remember that, just when the plane were going down? I hope not, ’cause that would have made it all a bit more frightening for him, his last moments, thinking about me and my uncanny knowledge. And it’s all through you!’

As Meek spoke, he attempted to refold his just-used hanky in an unsuccessful effort to conceal the glassy web of mucous that the snot rag had been too small to contain. Dennis tried not to look and, instead, inwardly absorbed the news that the untimely deaths of three performers in a Midwest blizzard was his own fault, although, to be fair, he couldn’t say for sure it wasn’t. Waiting until Joe had had another cry and copiously blown his nose again, Dennis elected to avoid the tunesmith’s bitter condemnations, swerving stealthily into a different side street of enquiry.

‘What’s the worst thing?’

Meek lifted his head, glaring through pink and puffy eyes.

‘The worst thing is them bloody shirts. Do you remember, I said I’d been having rotten nightmares, about chaps’ hands stuffing mucky shirts inside a car boot, or a suitcase?’

Dennis did remember. He’d had one or two of those himself. The music maverick went on.

‘When I heard what had happened, I got on the phone to this young feller works at Buddy’s record label what I know. I got him out of bed, the lazy pig, ’cause I’d forgot that in America it’s always hours ago, so he weren’t in a very cheerful mood, but, then, it were a sad occasion. When the both of us calmed down a bit, I asked him what had happened, and he said as far as he could make out, Buddy and the Crickets weren’t meant to be on that flipping plane at all! Going by car to the next tour date was what was supposed to happen, but their stage gear, that all needed laundering, which meant they’d have to be in Fargo quicker so as they’d have time to get it done. So, that’s why they got on the plane, and all what happened, happened. It’s because their flaming shirts were dirty!’

It was the dream’s mundane dreariness that made it so disturbing – the scent of stale perspiration, and the struggle to snap shut the bulging suitcase. Dennis took Meek’s story as a cold jolt to the spine or, possibly, an iron key dropped down someone’s shirt to stop a nosebleed. Even in amid the weird of the Great When, the grimy-collared omen sounded an unsettling chime. Joe glowered at his empty cup, and Dennis poured another from the brown earthenware teapot before he asked the producer any other probing questions, handling his distraught guest like sweaty gelignite.

‘But, look, I mean, you can’t think I’ve got anything to do with this. It’s all a tragic accident, and it’s not anybody’s fault. The thing about the dreams is strange, admittedly, but . . .’

Joe Meek blew a weather front of grey steam from the rippling surface of his teacup, pinprick pupils drilling into Dennis, fuming through the drift of vapour.

‘Strange? That’s not the only thing what’s ruddy strange, I think we both know that. What’s strange is you, you and your blooming key! You palm it off on me, and next thing what I know, I’m doing séances and Buddy Holly’s bloody dead, you dirty blighter! Oh, and thank you again for the tea.’

The man’s responses, switching suddenly after two- or three-minute intervals, were pre-selections from an inner jukebox of Meek’s top ten moods. Just at that moment, this internal playlist seemed to mostly swing between seat-slashing Teddy boy foot-stampers and profound country and western misery, although Dennis suspected that the pop entrepreneur had favourites in both genres, tears and tantrums, which he often listened to all night, feeding the slot with shillings, pressing the exact same buttons every time. Trapped with this ever-varying emotional barrage, it took a while for Dennis to assemble his rational faculties, such as they were, but once he had, he thought he caught the glimmer of a possible way out from Joe Meek’s labyrinth of sentiment and shouting: Slenderhorse wanted her key back, and if the hit-record-maker now associated it with the demise of three respected rock ’n’ rollers, might this not be a way to kill two birds with one stone, assuming that one hated birds and couldn’t find a less barbaric way of killing them? Buoyed up by his success with Grace, he thought he’d try his previously non-existent luck.

‘I’m sorry that my key has caused you so much trouble, honestly I am. Why don’t you let me take it back, so you don’t have to think about it any more? That’d be best for everybody, surely?’

Meek indignantly put down his teacup, spilling some of it. His sobbed-out eyes now sparkled with unfathomable triumph, as if he had cunningly caught out the marginally younger man.

‘Oh? Oh? And why would that be best for you, then, you deceitful bugger? I thought as you wanted rid of it! I thought as it reminded you of some bold hussy from your past who weren’t even a blessed gypsy, how you told it! Oh, I’ve got your number, sonny Jim, and don’t you think I haven’t! You know more than what you’re letting on, I’m bloody certain of it. And now I’ve found out just how important that key is, after what’s happened, I’m more set that you shan’t have it back than ever. Why, I’d sooner chuck it down a drain than give it back to you, you rotten beggar!’

Blanching visibly at the idea, mouth instantly a desert cavern that had never known saliva, Dennis managed to croak, ‘No. No, don’t do that,’ perhaps a shade too anxiously. Realising that he’d hit a nerve, the vinyl wizard’s bright amphetamine gaze widened, fevered and unblinking like the painted eyes of Archie Andrews.

‘Well, why shouldn’t I? It’s just a bit of mouldy junk from what you say, a piece of tat got given to you by some girl what you’re not seeing any more! Unless there’s more to it than what you’re telling me, and after this’ – Joe rattled the newspaper rancorously – ‘that very much appears to be the case, from where I’m looking at it. No, whatever mucky scheme it is you’re trying to cover up, if I don’t get let in on it, then you don’t get your key, simple as that. If you should change your tune, you’ve got the address of my, well, my bachelor apartment, I suppose, since it don’t look like bloody Lional’s coming back. If you should think to give up what you’re hiding, you come round and see me. That’s if I’ve not flushed it down the loo by then, mind.’

And with that, Meek stood up and swept out in what would have been a perfect dramatic exit, had he not asked Dennis if there was another cup left in the teapot and, on being told there wasn’t, shrugged apologetically and said, ‘Ah, well. No harm in asking. I can see myself out,’ before blundering into the kitchen, then requesting that his host show him to the front door. And coming back five minutes later to grab his forgotten copy of the Daily Mirror. Other than that, it was flawless.

After his disorienting visitor’s departure, Dennis struggled to recapture his post-Grace elation, and failed miserably. For one thing, the producer’s diatribe had reminded him that he was on the verge of entering a new relationship with someone lovely, and yet here he was, already keeping secrets from her. Dennis couldn’t tell Grace about Meek coming to see him, couldn’t tell her about Slenderhorse or Slenderhorse’s key, and, most of all, could never tell her that he’d killed somebody. From their relatively brief acquaintanceship, he’d gathered the impression that Grace wouldn’t find Dennis confessing murder to be either winning or attractive.

Then, of course, there was the matter of the key. If Slenderhorse demanded that the next time Dennis saw her he should give it back, and if its current owner was refusing to return it, what was to be done? His only course of action, as he saw it, was to strenuously hope there wouldn’t be a next time when it came to seeing Slenderhorse, although this wasn’t really action, and as hopes went was equivalent to trusting that one’s firing squad would simultaneously sneeze and miss. For the remainder of the day, he lurched on an uneven keel between exhilarated memories of Grace and gloomy contemplation of the Meek dilemma, unable to settle down to anything productive. Even the pornography was a dead loss, as Dennis found he was incapable of writing fictional erotic interchanges while still basking in the golden aura of a real one. Finally, he finished off Casino Royale in a filthy mood, then went to bed. Drifting off into sleep, he found it hard to credit, after such a glorious beginning to the day, that it could all be dynamited by a single conversation with a pilled-up pop promoter. He’d had happiness, fresh from the manufacturer, and here it was, already cracked.

Elsewhere, there was a different conversation going on.

‘Here, do you know what I’ve been thinking of, inside my mind?’

‘What’s that, then?’

‘I’ve been thinking that when you get out of here, it might be time for you to show ’em you’re not barmy like they make out. Show ’em what you’re made of.’

‘Oh, yeah? And what am I made of?’

‘Concrete. You’re made out of concrete, and the rest of ’em are all made out of jelly. You could squash ’em just like that, if you’d a mind to. You could have their bones steamrollered down into a long white avenue, and stroll along it till your toes were tingling. How should you like that?’

‘You don’t half say some funny things.’

‘I’m serious as a hungry dog. We don’t want people thinking that you’re just the meat and muscle, do we? Not when you’re the whole main course and you’re the pudding too. Old Bossy Boots, he’s just a boring cheeseboard after you, stale bits of mousetrap and damp crackers. You should sweep him in the ash box, big lad, that’s what you should do. He’s not the brains. It’s you got all the impulse and the impetus. In my sight, you’re a fucking angel what’s been chipped at by the Brutalists, with all your works on the outside. And don’t you make out as your mother wouldn’t tell you the exact same thing. Only got eyes for you, that woman has.’

‘Yeah, well. Can’t fault you there. I’m favourite. Always tells me that, she does.’

‘Of course she does. Who wouldn’t? You’re a very special boy. And when you’re out of Long Grove, out of Wandsworth and back on your Stematol, you should let everybody know that. Do something dramatic what expands the business, perhaps into the West End, you never know. It’s true there’d be a lot of mess entailed. Blood like a fountain. People heading off for bed with different faces to the ones what they woke up with, dead pets in the laundry basket, all of that. You think of the impression that’d make. You’d be the engine driver, and nobody would mistake you for the oil rag any more, now would they? But I reckon you can see that for yourself. Don’t let me go putting ideas into your head.’

Dennis was in a marginally better frame of mind when he woke up on Thursday morning, possibly because he’d managed to divert his personal anxieties and grievances into an angry inner tirade against the ventriloquist and radio star Peter Brough. What brought this on had been a nightmare visited on Dennis while he slept, in which Brough’s hyperthyroid dummy Archie had been chasing Dennis down deserted midnight lanes, the puppet running in a disconcerting crouch on its soft, rag-stuffed legs. This heart-accelerating dream had led, upon awakening, to a stern critical assessment of both the fixedly staring manikin and its complacent-looking human operative. What did it mean to call yourself a radio ventriloquist, when there’d be no one there to see your lips move? That wasn’t ventriloquism. That was talking while you held a doll. In fact, he realised with a pang of inexplicable distress, there’d be no need to hold a doll at all on radio. All of those Sunday afternoons with half the nation suffering through Educating Archie, and the creepy little bleeder wasn’t even in the studio! Dennis had lain there glaring at the bedroom ceiling, feeling terribly affronted and betrayed by wireless personalities, wondering if the whole BBC home service might not be a single man and solitary woman doing all the different voices. Finally, he’d struggled out of bed and put his clothes on, made himself some breakfast and, remembering that he’d be seeing Grace that evening, found his temperament was gradually improving as his flat contempt for Peter Brough receded.

By midday he’d managed to achieve a state of equilibrium wherein he tried to do an hour or two of paying work – a long epistle from a mortuary attendant who explained that sex with ghosts was the chief unacknowledged perk of his profession – although Dennis’s heart wasn’t in it, so he put his typewriter away and went instead to buy a pack of Durex from the barber’s in Whitechapel High Street. There was nothing at all risqué about this murmured transaction, although it was probably more titillating than his ecto-sexual hospital employee. Much more practical and realistic, certainly.

For lunch, he made himself a fried egg sandwich, which supplied an unexpected gold brocade of yolk all down his shirt front. This necessitated that he bathe and shave and dig out some clean clothes, so that he’d be presentable when Grace arrived; would at least look as if he’d made an effort. Combed his quiff, put his best winkle-pickers on and everything, only to have her turn up looking heavenly in jeans and sweater under a black plastic raincoat, whereupon he realised that it didn’t matter how he dressed, because nobody would be sparing him a glance. He might as well have worn only a sour string vest and last week’s shameful underpants, with shoeboxes instead of shoes.

Hooking him by the elbow, Grace tugboated Dennis through an East End night sequinned with chip shops, perfumed with a Shalimar of putrid fruit dabbed on its pulse points, to a bughutch cinema in Whitechapel. The building’s crumbling Deco frontage, overdressed in electricity, swelled from the terraced dark as though a dry-docked liner or an opera singer past her prime, defiantly insisting it was still the 1930s; still OK for architects to make a stab at the magnificent without a thought for blitzkrieg. In the foyer’s golden crepuscule, glass-covered lobby cards shared fortune-teller glimpses of forthcoming features, startling moments stilled and somehow tranquilised by monochrome. Being the feller, Dennis purchased his and Grace’s tickets from a girl pickled in bitterness, walled up by Perspex in her booth as a museum exhibit from a geologic era famous only for its bored dissatisfaction. He then bought them each a roll of Toff-O-Luxe out of the limited array of sweets available and they proceeded through the entrance proper, a swing door to whispering and flickering blackness. Here, a wall-eyed usherette tore up their proffered tickets with a sneer, like reneged wedding vows, before giving them back the ragged stumps and leading them down a blind incline to the sparking, flaring underworld, a yellow jellyfish of torchlight slithering downhill over the sticky carpeting ahead of them, dotted with fag ends, wooden ice-cream spoons and lolly sticks.

Finding themselves a pair of swing-down seats without protruding springs, as near the back as they could get, Dennis and Grace snogged all the way through a supporting feature that they barely registered – it could have been an inept thriller or successful comedy from the sparse audience’s audible response – and only separated their vacuum-locked mouths to scoff the toffee rations, or else for propriety’s sake when the lights went up during the intermission. A plump ice-cream girl emerged down at the front to stand poised with her tray in the descending bleached cone of a spotlight, her starched outfit seemingly in transit between nurse and milkmaid. Leaving Grace to guard their seats, Dennis clumped down the twilight aisle to fetch them each a choc ice. These they ate with mounting difficulty, jigsaw pieces of plain chocolate sliding down their milky chins, and the uncomfortable awareness of a cold brick softening and melting in the rolled-down silver paper that they held it through. They bolted their refreshments, not wanting to be reduced to licking the delicious residue from its tooth-jangling foil wrapper. And as they blotted their cheeks with handkerchiefs and surreptitiously sucked clean their sticky fingers, up on the big screen before them, Pearl & Dean summoned a cornflower-blue Olympus of flaccid hot dogs and Kia-Ora on sale in the foyer, trailers for upcoming flicks, and inexpertly overdubbed enticements from collapsing local businesses.

After a time, the lights went down again, eliciting a hush of expectation from the audience as the death-warrant proclamations of the censor filled the screen, white lettering on black, announcing that Room at the Top was deemed to be an X-certificate, not to be viewed by anybody younger than eighteen. The rating had its own taboo allure, and since the feature didn’t seem to be a horror film, Dennis assumed there might be sex scenes, which there were, if one counted an actress in her brassiere as a sex scene. A prevailing atmosphere of men emotionally stunted by their backgrounds, of maltreated women, and of class viewed as an inescapable and vicious rabbit snare seemed similarly guaranteed to counteract arousal. Worst of all, it was a well-made and compelling picture that precluded any blackout hanky-panky, their engrossment even limiting their toffee intake. They each still had half a roll left in their raincoat pockets when they left the venue in a tearing hurry, to duck out on standing for the national anthem.

Grace suggested that he walk her back to her place, slightly nearer than his own and much less of a squalid dungeon. On the way, they called in at a fish ’n’ chip purveyor’s, breathless momentarily in an acetic fug as they applied the vinegar, then messily discussing what they’d just watched through mouths full of mangled cod for the remainder of their journey back to Folgate Street. Dennis asked Grace if she thought he was like the Laurence Harvey character Joe Lampton, fearing that he might be, but she reassured him he was nowhere near as callous, seething with ambition or good-looking. For her own part, Grace opined that it was a grand evening’s entertainment; that she thought her own bust was superior to Simone Signoret’s; and that pictures about the working classes seemed to shake their heads, regretfully, before concluding that such people were held back by an inherent brutishness that they could never rise above. They both agreed that whoever had played the part of Elspeth, a comparatively minor character who only turned up near the end, had been a bloody marvel. Reconciled thus, having wiped fingers and faces on the Daily Express pages that their supper had been wrapped in, they exchanged some salt and tender kisses underneath selected streetlamps, and arrived at Grace’s flat in an exhilarated mood that didn’t have room, at the top or otherwise, for trapped and desperate proletarian lives in Yorkshire.

Unsurprisingly, given that they had not conjoined their bodies for almost two days, they barely touched the carpet on their way to Grace’s bedroom, where Dennis had never been before. She reached across to click a bedside lamp on while he tugged down her unbuttoned jeans, and as the lights went up on Dennis’s own idea of an X-certificate, he gazed in love-struck wonder at both her sunset pudendum and her ravenously hungry mind: other than dressing table, wardrobe and a double bed, the now illuminated room was lined with shelves and cases where there slouched more books than he had ever seen outside a shop or library. Hardbacks. Paperbacks. Slim pamphlets. Dennis kissed her neck and helped to pull the black bohemian sweater off, then cupped the fine bones of her jaw, easing his tongue between her lips while she reached up behind her back, ingeniously, to unhook her bra. Authors he’d never dared to read, authors he hadn’t heard of, all but pristine in their wraps or part disintegrated and of junk-shop heritage. He sucked her pastille nipples to attention while shedding his jacket and his shirt, dipping to the tart velvet of her crease as he unfastened belt and trousers. Colette, Oscar Wilde, Agatha Christie, Gerald Kersh, Daphne du Maurier, John Steinbeck, Saki, Ambrose Bierce, E. Nesbit, C. G. Jung. The pair of them animal-bare atop a cobalt coverlet, she pushed him down on to his back and crouched to take him in her mouth, firming him up before assisting with the application of the condom from his jacket pocket, which he’d only just remembered. Joseph Conrad, Freya Stark, Virginia Woolf, Hank Janson. Straddling his pelvis, she impaled herself upon him, sliding up and squeezing down, keeping the beat, the viscous rhythm, a quick-breathed machinery of pleasure. Orange Penguins, custard-yellow Victor Gollancz, nettle-green Olympia Press. Leaning in low to whisper, mammary glands inches from his panting gape, low-hanging fruit, Grace asked him if he’d like to fuck her from behind, in tones like someone’s mother offering dessert. John Lodwick, Something in the Heart; Henry Treece, How I See Apocalypse. He kneeled as if at prayer behind her with the swell of a white hip in either hand, watching his highlight-smeared erection slipping in and out while she yelled, swore and climaxed, and it didn’t feel like he’d be far behind. Then, jutting from a shelf to one side of the lunging headboard, there were Eyre & Spottiswoode editions of the first two books in the still-incomplete Gormenghast trilogy by Mervyn Peake. Dennis’s Durex-captured detonation was torrential and involved the whole of him: heart, mind and cock in punch-drunk unison. He uttered a protracted Titus groan and then slumped forward against her pale spine, whereon the fleshy edifice of them slowly collapsed into the stained and crumpled azure of the counterpane. Silent and motionless, driftwood thoughts bobbing back and forth just off the shores of sense; for an unmeasurable amount of time they only breathed, stilled in the gilding lamplight.

After, side by naked side beneath the covers, they lay talking. Grace’s spill of red floss set the pillowslips alight as she reclined, breasts bare above the turndown of the sheet, smoking a Craven ‘A’, like stolen frames from some French film furtively clipped by a lonesome projectionist. They spoke of how much they enjoyed each other’s bodies, and of all the other things that they’d done with their own. ‘It might surprise you, Dennis, but in most ways, I’m as new to this as you are. I’ve had lots of men but hardly any boyfriends.’ They discussed their colleagues – the faintly annoyed respect they felt for Ironfoot Jack, their taxonomic bafflement concerning Maurice Calendar, and, most of all, the appalled awe that they reserved for Coffin Ada Benson. ‘If you’ve known her since you were a kid, how did her hair end up like that? It’s always in the same position, like it’s extra bone.’ They were unanimously complimentary about Commotion Venables, who put up with a lot without complaining, they agreed, although, of course, she couldn’t. They debated cinema, and whether the new British realism was realistic. ‘It’s always up north, as if there weren’t paupers south of Derbyshire, and nobody below a certain income bracket ever has a good day or a laugh. If I’d seen films like that when I was still living at Ada’s, I’d have thought that I was doomed. Well, more doomed.’ The hushed chat was cosy, comprehensive, but the earlier excitement of their coupling was only matched when Mervyn Peake and Gormenghast arose. Dennis said he’d identified with Steerpike up until the psychopathic phase with the bad murders, while Grace said that she’d thought Fuchsia should get out more, and had always wanted to be Gertrude, Countess Groan, all-powerful and in bed all day, covered in birds. They both looked forward eagerly to autumn, when the final book was out, which led to talk of all the things that must be done by then, and, finally, of the Great When.

For saying it was their major preoccupation, Grace and Dennis hadn’t really talked about the other London much, except strategically. Their personal responses to a situation where there wasn’t any realism to be found, British or otherwise, did not lend themselves easily to language, and until that moment they’d successfully avoided visiting the pressing topic, as if it were an appalling war crime that they’d both been witness to, too big for normal conversation.

‘So, after the heads in bottles, chatty cats, mushroom clouds walking, giants copulating and Macmillan dripping from the ceiling, would you say I’d seen the worst of it, the other place?’

Dennis considered this, watching the rising spirals from her cigarette unravel first to slate-blue threads, then to a flutter in the light above the bedside lamp, and then to nothing.

‘No. No, you’ve not see the worst, not yet. Mind you, I don’t know if I’ve seen the worst myself, come to that, though I fucking hope so. Try not to go anywhere near what’s called the Despair of Clink Street in the other Southwark. There’s these things halfway between five-legged spiders and umbrellas, all made out of razors, scores of them kept in the excavated guts of the old prison. They’re called Popes of Blades. Austin Spare told me one escaped into our London back in 1888, and did some things that we apparently mistook for Jack the Ripper. In the end, Gog Blincoe and his mother had to track it down, disable it, and then return it to the pit in the other Clink Street. They’re the worst things I’ve seen so far. Stay away from them, if you can help it. Oh, and keep out of Soho Entire.’

Grace stubbed her fag out in the bedside table’s ashtray, pulled the sheets up to her sternum and stared warily at Dennis, saucer-eyed with apprehension.

‘So, what, that’s the other world’s equivalent to Soho; Soho where I work? And why is it so bad I should keep out of it, especially after umbrella-spider Jack the Rippers? Fucking hell . . .’

Wishing for a variety of reasons that he’d never raised the subject of the Great When’s all-devouring backstreets – although it was her who’d asked him if she’d seen the worst – Dennis attempted to repair his inadvertent damage to their conversation, and not think about Clive Amery.

‘Soho Entire, it’s, it’s, it’s what they call a vividistrict, that’s a neighbourhood where everything’s alive. There’s scuttling rubbish everywhere – snake drainpipes, alligator pavement, butterflies made out of girly magazines – and it’s all trying to eat you. I, I, I, I’ve only been there once,’ he lied. ‘It, it, it was where I fell into the Great When by accident, that first time, when I had Jack Spot’s boys after me. Honestly, Grace, the cobbles were all gold and then they opened up their jaws and there was broken glass instead of teeth. If Maurice Calendar hadn’t have zoomed up in his smart fawn coat and dragged me out of Soho by one arm, then the place would have eaten me. It would have . . .’ Would have bitten off one leg below the knee and then moved in to take its time over the finishing of him, the way it had with Clive, those cabbage-crate crustaceans edging closer. Grace was looking at him with concern now, waiting for him to complete his sentence. Realising that he wasn’t going to, she took him gently by one upraised, gesturing hand.

‘And that was your first time. That was what had just happened to you when I found you in Bride Lane that night and took you home. God, we were kids then, weren’t we? You were no more than eighteen. I didn’t understand, back then, what you were going through, not properly. Now I’ve been in the other place myself, with me a good sight older than what you were, I don’t know how you survived it. You’re a sturdy young chap, Dennis. Sturdier than what you look, and sturdier than you give yourself credit for. And for a feller, you’ve a lovely little bum.’

They traded kisses and caresses as they talked about their present London and the job in hand – their search for Button Dainty that was going nowhere – but eventually returned to just how strange it all was, and how strange it made them feel. Grace curled herself against his bony flank and hesitantly asked if he’d mind visiting the Great When on his own or with Maurice from now on, as she’d started to think that she might be overdoing it. To give him credit, he assented instantly.

‘Of course! That’s what I wanted in the first place, to spare you from going in. That’s why I made a pillock of myself and got electrocuted by your curtain mate. And I can understand completely why you wouldn’t want to go there any more. Just knowing it exists does something to your head.’

She kissed his nipple and then three of his protuberant ribs.

‘No, it’s not that. It’s more the opposite. It frightens me to death, I’ll be quite honest, but it feels more real than this place does, all H-bombs and Muffin the Mule. And when I’m there, I feel more real as well, like I’ve got meaning. Like it’s all got meaning. No, although it was a shock at first, it’s not because it makes me mentally unstable that I’d rather not go into the Great When if I can help it. It’s because I’m worried that I’ll get addicted to it, and that I’ll want more of it, and this world that I live in will become flimsy and unimportant, ghostly, like the tissue paper they wrap tangerines in. Do you know what I mean? Something grey and worthless that you throw away. I don’t want that.’

No, Dennis didn’t know what Grace meant, though he nodded and pretended that he did, wanting to seem an understanding person. He could no more get addicted to the other London than he could to typhoid. In fact, typhoid was preferable, in that you generally only had to have it once. They solemnly agreed that he and Grace would keep up their investigation in the temporal realm, while he would manage any further sorties into the Great When without her. Though he privately hoped there might not be any further sorties, he supposed his gesture could look noble and heroic, viewed by a third party. Anyway, it seemed to do the trick with Grace, and they got through another Durex before finally subsiding into sticky and exhausted slumber, which, at three for three-and-nine, left only one for their predictable pre-breakfast bout the morning following. But they made do.

‘You handled that a treat, big lad. Well done. You followed all of my suggestions to the letter and now here we are, much closer to our goal. This is all working how we wanted, don’t you think?’

‘Huh. I don’t know so much. They’ve put me in a fucking straitjacket again, trussed like a bleeding turkey. I thought I was done with all o’ this, in Long Grove. How’s this what we wanted?’

‘Well, you’re buckled up like that because you nearly choked the life out of that screw, the way I told you to. But you’re in Wandsworth now. They’ve not got the facilities to handle your degree of homicidal violence like they had in Long Grove. That’s why they’re not giving you your Stematol: they haven’t got none. Although, they don’t want you going off your nut and crippling somebody every time they turn around, now do they? They can’t stick you back inside the cackle factory, not after Long Grove signed you off, and you’re too thrilling, aren’t you? You’re too dangerous to keep here in a normal prison, even in a straitjacket, in solitary. You wait. Another month and they’ll be begging to get rid of you. You’ll be back home in Bethnal Green, amongst your own, back on your Stematol. Back down the Regal with the Firm. Don’t worry, big lad. I’ve got it all sorted out.’

‘Yeah, alright. If you say so. You’re the only one I trust, not like all o’ these other fucking traitors. And the things what you tell me, they all work out. You’re somebody I can depend on.’

‘To the final whistle. Never doubt it. You must know how much I literally look up to you.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I suppose you do. Here, hang about a minute. I just thought . . .’

‘And what was it, this thought you had? Was it a nice thought or a nasty thought? Is it them buckles digging in? Is that what lends your lovely, vicious eyes their varnish of perplexity?’

‘No. Alright, yeah, they’re digging in a bit, but that’s not what I’m thinking. I just thought, if I’m in solitary, how did you get in here? That’s what I can’t make out.’

‘I was here already, big lad. If you look more closely, I think that you’ll find you’re talking to a dark stain on the padded wall, what looks a bit like me, where the last bugger in here broke his nose. But, then, as long as we can have a laugh together, it don’t bother me that I’m delusory, if it don’t bother you. Unless you’d rather that we didn’t have our little conversations any more?’

‘No. No, I don’t want that. If I’d not got you and your splotchy little dried-blood face to talk to, then I think I’d go stark raving crackers. You’re like family to me. You’re like a brother.’

‘Better than a brother, I should think.’

‘Oh, definitely. Definitely better than a brother.’

Waking on the Friday, Grace and Dennis had had sex, then had Kellogg’s Sugar Frosted Flakes and toast with marmalade, watched over by fifteen Hopalong Cassidies and their excitable white horses. Dennis was just glad that the previous tenant’s fondness for the television cowboy hadn’t got as far as Grace’s bedroom. Eating breakfast in the middle of a rodeo was difficult enough.

They each had things to do that day, both up in Soho but at different times. Grace had her afternoon and evening shifts, same thing tomorrow, and was anyway of the opinion that if they refrained from ravishing each other until, say, that coming Sunday, by then they’d both be so frantic for it, they could drown themselves in ravish. For his own part, Dennis needed to deliver his increasingly absurdist readers’ letters to the QT offices in Wardour Street, but glossed this as a selfless early visit to the French to see how Ironfoot was doing, after which he’d go home to Old Castle Street for non-specific work with pressing, albeit similarly non-specific, deadlines. They agreed to rendezvous at Dennis’s on Sunday night, provided that he tidy up a bit and change the bedding, then spent several minutes on a goodbye kiss before he nipped to Aldgate to pick up his postings from a luckier, more horizontal England, and bus them across to London’s West End vice-oasis.

It was a fine day, in that it wasn’t raining, with a light breeze and infrequent startles of bright sunlight on the wire-crossed hoardings propped up outside paper shops, TREASURY DROPS CONTROLS ON BORROWING picked out in fleeting gold, along with other headlines that did not seem to have been composed with him or his immediate environment in mind, bulletins from a Britain that he’d never seen and barely heard of. At the office of the smutty periodical that paid Dennis’s rent each month, up at the top of Wardour Street, New Awful Denise – who he realised was slowly becoming Just Denise as he forgot about the old, attractive one – gave him a look that would have withered babies. Gesturing contemptuously to the envelope that had his money in, quarantined over at the desk’s front edge with ‘Richard Ramsey’ written on it in blue fountain pen, Denise deliberately overreached and knocked the packet off on to a bile-green office carpet, which meant Dennis was required to get down on the floor and bow before her so that he could pick it up. Denise’s desk was one of those with no modesty panel to conceal her thick, blunt knees that seemed to strain towards him as he grovelled to retrieve his wages, shaved and faceless bulldogs only leashed by a restricting navy skirt. When he had risen to his feet again, Denise pretended that she wasn’t looking at him, as if the whole somehow sexually charged incident had never happened. Dennis took the money and as good as ran, removing himself from the QT premises as quickly as was possible, disoriented to the point where he’d barged down the Noel Street cut-through into upper Berwick Street before he fully understood where he was going. Berwick Street was where Dennis’s horrible adventures had begun.

Suddenly ambushed by his past, he passively fell in with the prevailing downhill shuffle of pedestrians, craning his neck about and gaping like a tourist as he struggled to find somewhere that he recognised from that ill-fated visit, getting on ten years ago. It didn’t take long, once his eye was in, for him to spot the weathered lettering announcing E. J. Tate ~ Knitting Supplies, and he found himself unexpectedly pleased to discover that the wool shop was surviving although hardly thriving, desperate half-price offers peeling and ignored behind the dusty glass. Tipping his head back, Dennis scrutinised the building’s upper storey, but the first-floor windows had shabby grey curtains drawn across them, perhaps permanently, and he couldn’t tell if there was anyone still living there or not.

This upstairs flat had been the residence, almost a decade back, of the book dealer Flabby Harrison, from whom Dennis had purchased numerous books written by the author Arthur Machen, inadvertently including one that Machen hadn’t written, but had only written of: the Reverend Thomas Hampole’s fictional A London Walk, subtitled Meditations in the Streets of the Metropolis. Dennis remembered Harrison, pot-bellied in a mustard jumper, hiding in his Berwick Street rooms, frightened for his life and not, as it turned out, without good cause. He pictured the man’s inconvenient collection of fluff-covered model aeroplanes, a flight of them suspended from the flat’s low ceiling, strafing Dennis every time he stood, and also saw in his mind’s eye the paunchy body covered in discreet white linen, stretchered on to a morgue wagon with policemen everywhere. Harrison’s probably unpleasant end had been occasioned by a visit from the former king of London’s underworld Jack Spot, who’d seen the Hampole book as a day pass to the Great When and must have been more than a little peeved to learn that the volume now had a fortunate new owner by the hard-to-forget name of Dennis Knuckleyard. And the whole ball of snakes had all unwound from there.

He wandered down the busy incline, compelled more by gravity than by conscious volition, and was in amongst the raucous market stalls that clotted at the bottom of the street before he knew it. This was where he’d first seen Jack Neave, eyeing Dennis from a trinket-laden table, not far up the lane. And it had been here at the heel of Berwick Street that he had first encountered the much-missed Prince Monolulu, a theatrical and booming alleged Abyssinian who stood seven feet tall, if one included the dyed ostrich plumes. Here, he’d been chased by Jack Spot’s heavies, and here also had been everyone’s first sighting of the 1950-model Maurice Calendar, an iridescent, jiving Teddy boy before there were such things, jabbering slang that nobody would coin for several years. In this nostalgic drift, when Dennis heard the voice, like galleon timbers creaking in a squall, he was at first uncertain if it hailed him from across the stall-jammed thoroughfare, or from his still-echoing memory.

‘Why, Master Knuckleyard. It seems a fair while since it has been my good fortune to run into you. At first, I did not know you for that poor dead ferret on your forehead.’

Hulking in the awning shadows of his part-owned fruit and vegetable stand, with winter sunlight brushed wet down one side of him, Gog Blincoe stood, his sleeves rolled up on forearms hairy with wood-shaving curls, striped apron bulging over the presumably ringed trunk, a literal figurehead of his profession. The amiable stallholder didn’t look much changed since Dennis had last seen him, other than the papery spirals of an ash-blond beard that had been planed into existence from the carpentry of Gog’s substantial lower jaw. His eyes were glinting knotholes still, and the prize-fighter nose continued to be barely three-dimensional, with whorls and a fine grain instead of pores. The only major difference was the tradesman’s height, which had perhaps been six foot six, ten years ago, and now looked to be six foot nine. It seemed beyond belief that this unsettling figure could serve customers, day after day, without somebody noticing the glaringly apparent fact that he was made from head to toe of solid wood. Dennis supposed that it was obvious once you’d been told, but that until then, people’s outraged senses would conspire to have them see instead something remotely possible. You couldn’t blame them. Smiling, Dennis walked across to M. Blincoe & Son Fresh Fruit and Vegetables to shake the living totem pole warmly if awkwardly by one shovel-sized hand.

‘It’s good to see you, Gog. How’s it been going?’

Blincoe knit the pencil-sharpener detritus of his brows into a frown of serious consideration.

‘If by that you mean the world about us, I would say it has been going mad, but in a roundabout way, so as it may take its time. If, on the other hand, you were referring to my trade here, then it’s going well enough. Although, between preoccupation over business matters and the constant nuisance of my mother’s ailments, I have not found time to properly assist you in your current whirligig of mystery and omen, for which I apologise. How fares that venture, by the by?’

Dennis explained that his and Grace’s amateur investigations had stalled, bogged down in a mire of Barebones, property developers, rutting Arcana and duly elected slime moulds, reassuring the original growth greengrocer that his involvement, although always welcome, would have only pissed away his time as well as theirs. Dennis further expressed his sympathies on hearing that Gog’s mother wasn’t in the best of health, and hoped that it was nothing serious. The log-faced vendor sighed.

‘She is more overgrown than ill, and might have centuries yet in her. What it is, she’s shot up fearfully since she was made to step down from our business and the short world altogether, back in 1936, I think, by the unsuitability of her increasing height. She was a little over seven foot then, Mother was, and people were beginning to have difficulty swallowing the notion of her as a normal person, whereas now she’s more like thirty, and in dreadful need of pollarding.’

They stood and talked a good few minutes, interrupted now and then when Blincoe served a customer with a stout paper bag of apples, expertly flipping the package over so the corners were in twists like rabbit ears. Dennis described, as best he could, the conjugation of the Inferred Saracen and the Beauty of Riots in Notting Hill Sublime, and Gog professed to never having heard of such a thing between Arcana, not in all his tightly looped concentric years. As Dennis was recounting his first audience with Broadstair the Prime Monster, it occurred to him that he should ask the coarsely chiselled market trader if there were Arcana other than those that he had thus far encountered. Gog looked thoughtful, keeping score on his broom-handle fingers as he counted silently.

‘Well, by my reckoning, they are at least a dozen, and may be closer to two. There are the ones you have already seen, the Beauty of Riots, Inferred Saracen, Her Train, Broadstair and Harry Lud. Then there is Sly Joan All in Flame, who is the city’s heart of conflagration, and there is Thousand of Birds, who, like the greater part of the Arcana, does not speak, yet nonetheless makes an ungodly racket. There is likewise in that company the Tyburn Ketch, who keeps the last dreams of the executed, and King Accident, always arriving where his woeful court is least expected. Also, the Child Made from Cloud; Jack Appetite; the Mother of Doorways and Rain; Brute Rumour; Jimmy Shiver, and no doubt a host of others that I have forgot. One that occurs to me is Slenderhorse. She governs death and horse racing, and, like such subjects, is capricious and so better kept away from. More may come to me in time, but those are all I can recall for now.’

It was more than enough for Dennis, who regretted that he hadn’t been provided with this character assessment of the shimmering equestrian before he got entangled with her, not that he supposed it would have made much difference: Slenderhorse was going to come out on top in any interchange because, as even he knew, the house always wins. Not letting on that he was already familiar with this last of Blincoe’s catalogued Arcana, Dennis let the conversation reach its natural conclusion in their mutual concern for Ironfoot Jack. Gog shook the great boll of his head resignedly. ‘He shall not be amongst us long, I fear. Please give him my most kind regards. Say that I shall look in on him tomorrow eve, and that I shall bring grapes.’ Dennis assured his probably deciduous companion that he would, then made his farewells and sloped off on cobbles carpeted with fractured crate, burst plum and cabbage leaf, in the direction of Old Compton Street.

He never got there. He’d just started a descent of Wardour Street when he was intercepted by the people he’d set out to visit coming up the hill the other way. Maurice, Jack, Coffin Ada and Commotion Venables were crawling slowly up the road towards him in Commotion’s overburdened Vauxhall, which now had a noticeable dent in a gunmetal bonnet that was also decorated with what looked like recently donated human blood. He halted, dumbstruck, in his tracks. What could have happened? Had they run somebody over? Sitting in the front passenger seat beside Commotion, Maurice Calendar appeared to notice Dennis, evidently pointing this out to the silent driver so that her gore-spattered vehicle pulled sharply over to the kerb, whereupon Maurice wound its window down.

‘Dennis, we can’t stop here, we’re blocking traffic. Follow us around the corner to the John Snow, up in Broadwick Street, and we can tell you all what’s happened. It was like a sombre metaphor for nuclear statesmanship. Anyway, cheers. We’ll see you in a minute.’

Calendar rewound the window, gave Dennis an optimistic thumbs up through the streaky glass, and so the blood-smeared Vauxhall Victor growled away uphill, trailing its bluish-brown monoxide tail, then took a left down Broadwick Street and out of sight. Dennis was stunned. He simply stood there, blinking in blank disbelief, before reversing his direction and chasing around the corner in the wake of what appeared to be an automobile slaughterhouse. He turned the corner just in time to see the frightful grey car disappear around another bend, some distance down the avenue, into what Dennis thought was Lexington Street. What the devil were they playing at? He hurried after them, increasing his already lengthy stride, spurred by his unfamiliarity with this quarter of Soho, at least recently, and his uncertainty as to what Maurice Calendar had meant by ‘the John Snow’.

Within a hundred paces, it became apparent that this was, in fact, a public house that had been called the Newcastle-upon-Tyne when he’d last been down there, many years ago. Grace told him later that the new moniker was in tribute to a nineteenth-century anaesthetist and epidemiologist, who’d single-handedly stopped an outbreak of cholera by taking off the handle of a nearby sewage-tainted water pump. Dennis had heard the tale before, but not the spanner-wielding saviour’s name. The pub stood at the junction of two streets, Broadwick and Lexington, and part-way down the latter, Coffin Ada and Maurice were helping an unsteady Ironfoot Jack out of Commotion’s bloodied chariot, half dragging him to the establishment’s side entrance, where a concerned-looking fellow with the manner of a landlord stood to one side, holding the way open for them. Far too breathless to ask questions, Dennis caught up with his colleagues just in time to follow a preoccupied Commotion Venables into the renamed hostelry as its possibly landlord let the heavy door swing shut behind him.

He absorbed a little of the current state of things, even before regaining his ability to breathe and speak, from gruff snatches of commentary as the five of them were shepherded down dimly lighted corridors to a rear lumber room: it seemed that Jack and his friends were no longer welcome at the French, with Belgian Bernard giving them their marching orders after an unspecified – but, from the look of things, intensely violent – incident had happened on or near his property. Luckily, George, who was indeed the John Snow’s sole proprietor, had heard about the fracas, and, being a friend of Ironfoot’s from prior to the war, had offered up this back room where they were now gathered, taking stock, while George went off to sort out the facilities so they could make a cup of tea. When this had been accomplished and a couch for Neave had been constructed from three boxes and a carpet remnant, Dennis had the chance to question Maurice while the women tended to their noble but malodorous patient, lighting him a cigarette in Ada’s case, or carrying another crate across the room to serve him as a bedside table in Commotion’s. In regretful tones that disapproved of martial conflict, but unable to keep the excitement from his voice, Maurice told Dennis the whole sorry, thrilling story.

‘Dennis, it was terrible. You should have been there. It was shortly after Bernard opened up today, before his regulars arrived. I was sat at the back with Jack, talking about how Cromwell’s brainbox had suggested they should move on Broadstair without waiting for hard evidence, while Ada and Commotion were down at the far end, so they wouldn’t hear us mentioning the other place. All of a sudden, the front door crashed open and in barged this great big bloke – he had an inch or two on you – with a scarred face and half one ear gone. He said he was there to finish Ironfoot and what he called Ironfoot’s little spies, Douglas and Daphne Price. That’s how we knew he was from Rachman. We reckon your visit must have made Rachman suspicious, so he’d had you followed, then found out that Harry Price didn’t have relatives called Doug or Daphne; something like that. Anyway, this chap stormed in, heading for me and Ironfoot up the counter’s other end. Quick as a flash, I sat down in the aisle to block him, legs crossed, as passive resistance. But then, over by the doorway, Ada stepped in front of this big bruiser, telling him to cough cough cough fuck off. Before we could advise him not to, he’d shoved her to one side. Well, you can imagine.’

Dennis couldn’t, so Maurice expounded: this, apparently, had been the point at which Commotion Venables had risen to her feet. Being without voice, she’d caught the intruder’s notice by lifting one of the French’s wooden stools, as if it were as weightless as a feather duster, and then breaking it across his head. He’d gone down like a house of cards. Calmly, and with no more expression than if she’d been filling in a crossword, Ada’s speechless guardian angel had leaned in to grip one of the semi-conscious felon’s arms and, placing her scuffed brown shoe on his shoulder blade for leverage, had wrenched it from its socket. The unlucky man’s dazed mumble had, quite understandably, become a shriek of anguish, all the louder for the dumbstruck silence of the café’s other occupants: Jack and Maurice had lounged or squatted, looking on in blank amazement, and behind the counter, Belgian Bernard and his helpmate, the perpetually furious Bridget, had stared slack-jawed at this unexpected Grand Guignol performance. Only Ada had stood gazing at the carnage with a look of stern approval. Venables then hauled the fellow from the floor by his lapels. He’d looked up searchingly into her blue, indifferent eyes, and haltingly delivered the misjudged line: ‘We can talk.’ Commotion had just heaved her shoulders in mimed laughter and then, gazing at the doomed man with an almost sympathetic smile, had solemnly shaken her scarf-wrapped head. No. No, they couldn’t talk. Then she’d smashed down her forehead and collapsed his nose.

As Maurice told the story, it had been around then that Commotion seemed to realise that she really shouldn’t be dismantling a human being in the previously sedate environment of a respected local coffee shop, and so she’d dragged the damaged miscreant outside into Old Compton Street. Here, to a startled audience of passers-by, Commotion had proceeded to forcibly introduce her victim, skull first, to the bonnet of her Vauxhall Victor. The impact had popped the bonnet open, at which Venables had been inspired to push the hapless thug into a close inspection of her engine block, before repeatedly attempting to slam shut the hood, despite his head and upper body being in the way. When at last satisfied that he’d fully absorbed her fierce instruction on showing politeness to the elderly, she’d pulled him from her motor’s alligator jaws and dropped him on the pavement as two hundred pounds of sobbing mince. Which was when Coffin Ada, who had come out of the French to watch the entertainment, shuffled over to her ruined assailant, treated him to a deluge of merciless verbal abuse and her consumptive sputum, then trod on his cock. As it transpired, Bernard’s regular customer, the painter Francis Bacon, was just then arriving at the French to take his morning coffee. The scene greeting him had so appealed to his abattoir sensibilities that he’d contorted his lopsided face with awe and said aloud, ‘This! This is why I live in Soho!’

The tale’s end was self-explanatory. Bernard had apologetically told Jack that, having never before witnessed such a horrifying spectacle and fearing that this kind of episode might possibly keep customers away, he was regretfully compelled to ask him if he’d find another billet. As for what was left of the attacker, an accomplice, blanched and trembling, had emerged from a black Humber Hawk parked slightly further down Old Compton Street, from which position he’d presumably watched the preceding mayhem without feeling any overwhelming urge to intervene. He’d cautiously approached Commotion in a kind of crouch, with both placating palms held out in front of him, then towed his fallen and insensible companion back towards the Humber by the arm that wasn’t dislocated, leaving a long, messy Francis Bacon brush-stroke from the French’s front door to the waiting vehicle. The pair had driven off, and not long after that, word had arrived from George at the John Snow that Neave was welcome to make camp there. It had evidently been a busy morning.

Struggling to take it all in, Dennis anxiously asked the assembled company if they thought Rachman might retaliate, or if the slumlord’s henchmen would be looking out for him and Grace now. Ironfoot considered this, then shook his greasy grey locks, wobbling the Homburg.

‘Nah, I shouldn’t think so. Blokes in Rachman’s line o’ work, they ’ave a lot o’ worries. Sometimes they lash out at nothin’, but it generally blows over in a day or two, once they can see that it’s not big enough to get worked up about. Especially if their suspicions ’ave led to the near demise of an employee, as in this case. I doubt they’ll be back. But we might ’ave to ’ave a word with Master Litvinoff, seeing as ’ow ’e landed us in this shit for ’is own amusement. I reckon ’e owes us one.’

Tentatively relieved, Dennis still suggested that Grace should be told when she arrived for work, as he wouldn’t be seeing her until that Sunday evening. Maurice said he’d visit Paul Raymond’s Revue Bar later, where Grace stripped and danced, to make sure she was kept appraised. After an unexpectedly agreeable few words with Ada and a couple of appreciative nods exchanged with Commotion, who seemed pleased with herself, Dennis found his way out on to Lexington Street where, given the relatively clement weather, he decided that a walk back home to Aldgate would probably do him good. Partly this was because of his resolve to keep his body fit in case Grace stopped desiring it, and partly it was a continuation of the sinister nostalgia which had been occasioned by his unplanned foray into Berwick Street, and then his meetings with Gog Blincoe, Maurice Calendar and Ironfoot Jack. It felt like it was turning out to be a retrospective sort of day, and, whether consciously or not, he found himself retracing the same route he’d taken all those years ago, although this time not laden with an Oxydol box full of tomes by Arthur Machen, save for one.

In no time, he was sauntering down Charing Cross Road, where he feared that the proliferating bookshops might one day come to outnumber books, and not long after that he launched himself upon the rushing currents of the Strand, a wide Missouri of combustion engines and footsore humanity. Throughout what was now a commemorative stroll, Dennis kept holding up his snapshot memories of a decade earlier to see how they compared with space-age 1959. Perhaps some of the shops had jazzier hoardings, and he thought there were more people, though he wasn’t certain. There were definitely twice as many cars, and when he totted up the ones that he could see, it came to more than twenty. At a point roughly halfway along the busy concourse, his steps slowed to a dead standstill, not because he’d seen something he recognised, but more because he hadn’t.

Where was Bond’s? Though he peered up and down the reaching boulevard, there was no trace remaining of the not terribly friendly coffee house that he had nonetheless frequented semi-regularly as a younger man. He found, disquietingly, that he could no longer recall the businesses to either side of the seemingly vanished cafeteria, and, even if he could, accepted that they might be gone as well. He’d called at Bond’s, with his detergent carton full of decadence, on that calamitous October day when he was just the poorly thought-through sketch of an eighteen-year-old. The reason he’d dropped in – the only reason that he’d ever dropped in, now he thought about it – was in hope of spending a convivial dinner break with . . . ah, yes. He remembered now. With Clive.

Clive Amery had been, in order: Dennis’s most dashing and amusing friend; his hero and perhaps his first crush; his bloodthirsty lunatic pursuer through the overboiling streets of the Great When; and, finally, his victim. Picking up his pace again, he moved on, all the while reflecting that although he was sufficiently mature to understand that heartless time would soon enough erase the world surrounding him and all he knew, there were some instances where things were better off wiped from the record, and perhaps Bond’s coffee house was one of these. He headed on along the bustling and now slightly haunted avenue until, all of a sudden, he was in the midday scrum of Fleet Street.

There were, obviously, sane and sober people in the street as well, but everywhere were hurrying editors, cartoonists, steely-eyed photographers and journalists, propelled by urgent deadlines or by no less pressing thirsts. To Dennis, many seemed deceased already, having no light in their eyes. He’d heard somewhere that when newspapers ran obituary pictures of a recently departed fraud or luminary, someone would black out the minuscule dot of reflected highlight on the pupils, to subliminally underline the idea that this person was no more. He didn’t know if this was true, but looking at the flat, matt gazes of the great majority about him, he had the uncomfortable impression he was being jostled by the column of death notices that always followed births and marriages.

Then, even in a week of things astonishing, the most astonishing thing happened. Suddenly disoriented, his first notion was that his Oxydol recollections of a bygone afternoon had somehow swallowed him, his second being that he’d accidentally done the same as David Litvinoff’s half-brother Manny, blundering around a corner and into the past: there in the centre of the path ahead, a glum breakwater that the riptide of reporters forked around, stood Tolerable John McAllister. Or, at least, stood somebody who resembled him in every detail save for not being in Manchester. He appeared lost in thought, and for a moment didn’t notice Dennis looking on in disbelief. When finally he did, his own amazed expression flawlessly reflected that of his observer.

‘Dennis? Fuck me, mate, what happened to your hair?’

Dennis was starting to suspect he didn’t have the bone structure to carry off a quiff successfully. Unfreezing, he stepped forward to shake his long-lost companion by the hand.

‘What, this? It’s just, y’know, a look I’m trying out. Probably change it next week. What about you? Why aren’t you in Manchester? Did they give you the push? How did it go, up north?’

John tipped his head from side to side, considering, then shrugged his lips and eyebrows.

‘It was tolerable. It’s a good paper, the Manchester Guardian, but I got word that in a few months, they’re thinking of dropping the Manchester bit and trying to make it more a national title. Rumour has it they’ll be shifting the whole operation up to London in a year or two, so I thought that if I was going to have to move again, I’d do it in my own good time – establish myself back down here, so I’d be in a nice position when the Guardian follows me in due course. What about you, though? Are you still finding work, getting some mileage out of my old Olivetti that I gave you?’

With his head bowed, taking sudden interest in his shuffling feet, Dennis confessed to the now fortyish reporter about his QT endeavours on the publication’s so-called readers’ letters, but McAllister merely compressed his doughy features to a grin that looked a bit like pride. ‘Well, good for you. A lot of decent writers would have foundered if it hadn’t been for filth to pay the bills. Long as you’re working, that’s the main concern. So, everything’s alright with you, then, is it?’

Dennis automatically began to nod, but then broke off and looked away towards the driven horde of newspaper employees passing back and forth around them. When he took too long responding to McAllister’s polite enquiry, Tolerable John gave him a long, hard squint of concerned puzzlement, before alarm and realisation dawned on his perpetually mournful countenance.

‘Oh, Christ. Tell me it isn’t Birmingham.’

But Dennis couldn’t. When he’d had his near-life-ending spot of bother with the other place almost a decade earlier, he’d sought advice from the immensely knowledgeable and, it must be said, immensely pessimistic journalist. McAllister had cautiously agreed to share the little that he knew with his young and beleaguered friend, but only given the proviso that he didn’t have to hear specifically about the different London, since, in his experience, those who did were likely to end up in trouble, or in something even trouble would find troubling. Eventually they’d agreed that when they talked about the higher city then, for safety’s sake, they would refer to it as Birmingham. Now Dennis met McAllister’s professionally penetrating gaze with an apologetic wince and a bleak inclination of his quiff-afflicted head, as if he were admitting to a shameful relapse, like a former alcoholic.

‘Yeah, I thought that I was done with Birmingham but, as it turns out, Birmingham’s not done with me. I won’t say that it’s worse than last time, or at least not yet, but I think it could get there.’

John looked wearily at Dennis, shook his head, then asked if the apparently cursed younger man had time to join him for a quick one in Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese. Even with the sure knowledge that this would probably escalate to a quick four or five, Dennis accepted eagerly. Just knowing that McAllister was back in town gave his faltering confidence a boost, and the thought of a decent conversation warmed his cockles. And besides, being in the proximity of Fleet Street’s scurrying dipsomaniacs had raised in him a sympathetic urge to wet his whistle, coupled with a keen awareness that, as ever, Dennis could use all the help that he could get.

The Cheshire Cheese had barely changed a hair since his last visit. Everything in the famously windowless establishment was just the same as it had been ten years before, especially the substance that the front bar had instead of air, heavy with smoke and literary ghosts. While John got the first round in, Dennis found them both a vacant table, floating in the manner of a cartoon desert island on the sea of indoor fog. It might have been the same one him and John had crouched at all that time ago, but since they hadn’t left impressions of their younger selves as hollows in the almost static haze, he couldn’t say for sure. He sat there on his too small stool, restlessly flipping beer mats over like a winning poker hand until McAllister emerged out of the sepia billows, bearing foam-topped pints and settling himself upon the seat directly opposite.

‘Alright, let’s hear it, in as little detail as you can provide. What happened this time?’

Choosing his words carefully, Dennis told John about his recent trips to Birmingham.

‘See, what it was, the City Heads of Birmingham, they needed me for something and they couldn’t find me. This girl that I know got dragged in to replace me, so, well, when I found out, I felt duty-bound to help, but now we’re both up to our necks in it. Up to our eyebrows.’

Tolerable John hunched forward confidentially.

‘Hang on a minute. How is it these City Heads tell everybody what to do, even when they’re commanding people who don’t come from Birmingham? Who do they think they are?’

Dennis’s gaze met the reporter’s for long, silent seconds, and was almost as unhappy. At length, he sighed heavily and stared at the collapsing spume on his just-purchased pint of beer.

‘Oliver Cromwell. Anne Boleyn. What’s-his-name Swedenborg. There’s dozens of them.’

This time it was the lugubrious reporter’s turn with the long, pregnant pause, all trace of colour fading from already pasty features. Finally, he found his voice, although it sounded wobbly.

‘So . . . these City Heads, the heads in charge of Birmingham. You’re saying that they’re heads.’

Miserably, Dennis nodded. John looked sick, his stunned eyes fixed upon the tabletop, one hand propped by an elbow, covering his mouth. Just when the surface tension of the instant was approaching bursting point, he raised his glass and swallowed half its contents in a fusillade of gulps before replacing it upon its soggy beer mat, wiping his lips on one forearm of his coat, then turning his dispirited attention back to Dennis. When he spoke, it wasn’t far from a flat monotone.

‘Right. That was my fault. I asked you a question, and you answered it. But if I ever, ever ask you one like that again, then don’t, alright? Now, let’s get back to what I’ll strenuously imagine as the gruff but amiable members of Birmingham city council, calling everybody “yow” with gravy on their ties. What was it that they needed you to do, in terms that won’t send me to a psychiatrist?’

This last part was the problem, and Dennis thought carefully before he answered.

‘Back when it was you informing me on what little you’d heard of Birmingham, do you remember talking to me about somebody called Teddy Wilson, a book dealer, out Lewisham way?’

Yes, McAllister remembered Teddy Wilson. The reporter’s tones now had a wary edge.

‘Um. Yes, he was the chap who, when they found him, he was . . .’ John trailed off.

Wanting to spare his friend the awful details, Dennis nodded.

‘You know who I mean, then. You told me that, just before he was found in, y’know, the state that he was found in, he’d said he was being persecuted by a cat that had it in for him, and also some variety of evil dwarf, was that the gist of it?’

Cautiously, John agreed it was.

‘OK. Well, as it happens, that wasn’t just Wilson going mad. The cat and dwarf are real, and they’re employees of Birmingham council. They handle the messy jobs. The very messy job, in Wilson’s case. If you remember, you told me it was about a non-existent book that Wilson had been landed with, a collection of poetry called Fungoids by equally made-up author Enoch Soames. You see, in Birmingham, that’s what they call a breach: it’s something that’s turned up in London when it should have stayed in Birmingham. Breaches are serious, because when they occur, there’s always the danger of Londoners discovering that Birmingham exists, which would scare everyone to death.’

He paused to swallow a few inches of his thus far untouched pint, and then went on.

‘The reason why Birmingham council got in touch with me is that there’s been another breach, and this time it’s a bit more worrying than just a volume of bad eighteen-nineties poetry, or that falling-to-pieces Thomas Hampole thing that dropped me in hot water. This time, it’s the evil dwarf. He’s missing, has been for a long while now, and it’s a dollar to a quid that he’s somewhere in London. They can’t send out what you might call other Brummies to find him and bring him back, because people from Birmingham don’t look like human beings, for the most part. In themselves, they’d be a bigger breach than what they’re trying to prevent. And, being used to them, he’d spot them long before they spotted him. So, that’s the job that me and this young lady have been saddled with. We’re meant to track down something that’s not only dangerous, but – if the Arthur Machen novel that it turns up in is anything to go by – can’t be usefully described, and sometimes makes itself invisible. I mean, for fuck’s sake. Where are we supposed to start? We haven’t got a clue.’

Both sipped their pints, and John drew circles in the wet meniscus of the table with one stubby forefinger, gloomily weighing up his younger pal’s dilemma.

‘Well, if I was chasing up a missing person story, the first thing I’d want to know is where they were last seen. I don’t suppose you’ve had a chance to talk to witnesses?’

Pausing to shave off his new froth moustache, Dennis corrected the false supposition.

‘Funnily enough, we have. We were away in Birmingham and had a chance to talk to the dwarf’s partner. He said he’d last seen his colleague when they, y’know, dealt with Teddy Wilson, so this would have been back in the thirties, our time. Anyway, he said the dwarf had left him to attend to Wilson while the little man went into Birmingham to try and find out where the breached book, Soames’s Fungoids, came from in the first place. After that, the little fella wasn’t to be found in Birmingham at all. And that’s all that he could tell us, more or less.’

McAllister gave him what might have been a deadpan look, although with the reporter’s hangdog pan being perennially dead, it wasn’t easy to determine.

‘The dwarf’s partner told you this. Who you said is a cat. The cat can talk, then?’

Dennis squirmed and looked uncomfortable, and didn’t just come out and say it couldn’t, which was answer in itself. John shook his head with something like despair, but, after a few moments, pulled himself together and returned to the main topic of their conversation.

‘What you’re telling me, we’ve got this evil dwarf who’s indescribable if not invisible, and he’s gone into Birmingham to find out who, or what, had leaked the Enoch Soames book so that it had ended up in London. It don’t sound to me as if he had much more of an idea where to look than you do, even though he comes from Birmingham, so where might he have gone, then? Where might he have thought to try? While I know nothing about Birmingham, nor do I want to, it strikes me that if I was in his position, as a journalist, where all I’d got to go on was a book, perhaps I’d try to trace it to a bookshop, say, or, failing that, whoever it was published by.’

While he appreciated John’s attempts to help him, Dennis doubted the idea was workable.

‘No, that’s no good. I don’t think they have shops or publishers in Birmingham.’

McAllister let this turn over in his mind a time or two.

‘Well, what about the author, then? What about Enoch Soames himself, if that’s the only name you’ve got? I know, he’s fictional and he never existed except in a story, but he doesn’t sound a lot less real than these people from Birmingham you’re telling me about. That’s my opinion, anyway.’

Surprised by the suggestion, Dennis contemplated Tolerable John’s remarks. He’d speculated on such things himself, had done so right here in the Cheshire Cheese once, thinking about all the fictions said to have frequented the establishment, Hercule Poirot and Sidney Carton, wondering if they drank at some Great When version of the celebrated Fleet Street pub. He frowned at John, intrigued by the idea, but unsure how it got him any further with his problem.

‘Yeah, although, even assuming Enoch Soames exists in Birmingham, how are we meant to find him? Birmingham, it’s an eternal city that goes on forever, and we’ve got no notion of where he might be in it. No, it’s a good idea, but finding the small person might be easier than finding Soames.’

John sighed, possibly cross, possibly disappointed, possibly just wind.

‘Have it your own way. But Max Beerbohm reckons Enoch Soames is to be found in Hell. He’d sold his soul for a glimpse of posterity, so that’s where he’d have landed up.’

This helpful advice went from bad to worse. What next? Would John suggest they enlist Sherlock Holmes to help them find the pint-sized killer? Dennis started to sound mildly irritated.

‘John, how does that help, exactly? No one gets to enter Hell except for Orpheus and them, in Greek mythology. And it’s not as if Birmingham has its own special doorway to damnation, is it?’

The press representative looked solemn, but then that was probably how he looked during sex or Christmas, and therefore not necessarily an accurate reflection of his feelings.

‘You might well be right. Perhaps it doesn’t. If it does, though, I think I might know where you could find it. Earlier, when you were telling me that horrid stuff about the heads of Birmingham, I think you mentioned Swedenborg. Now, when Emanuel Swedenborg came here to London in the eighteenth century, 1745 or something, he was lodging at a pub in Whitechapel, the Good Samaritan. That’s where he had his vision. It was like the floor had turned to glass and he could see down through it, down into the earth, and there were all the burning tiers and terraces of Hell, crawling with devils, layer after layer, dropping endlessly away beneath him. So, if I was looking for the mouth of the inferno, I’d try Whitechapel. By which I mean the Whitechapel in Birmingham, you understand.’

With slowly stirring apprehension, Dennis understood. Instinctively, McAllister had grasped that Birmingham, the other London, worked according to the principles of poetry rather than those of logic. Whether his scenario of a fictitious London soul condemned to a fictitious London Hell was true or not, it sounded very much like an idea that might well have struck Button Dainty, the malignant dwarf in question. Worryingly, the more Dennis thought about it, the more John’s proposal – which implied that Dennis ought to visit Hell in search of a bad poet from a good story – sounded like a sensible, if terrifying, plan. It had the funeral knell of truth, and it was something that he really, really didn’t want to do. Which meant, in his heartsick experience of dealing with the Great When, that, sooner or later, he was definitely going to have to do it. His whole nervous system curdled.

Off in the coiled, sinuous opacity surrounding him, presumably at an occluded nearby table, someone imperceptible developed hiccups. The oesophageal reports, high-pitched and strained, were just irregular enough to startle every time, gunshots from a haphazard but persistent sniper. Dennis’s faint, dawning trepidations were a gory sunset now of fast-descending dread. Across the sodden beer mats and the emptied glasses, Tolerable John regarded him expectantly.

‘Your round.’
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Poetry You’re Allowed in Hell

Save for their gradually mounting tension and unease, the next couple of months were for the most part uneventful. Dennis kept meaning to go to Hell, but there were errands, obligations, prior engagements, little things that stopped him getting round to it and forced him to reschedule. You know what it’s like.

The nothing that was happening became increasingly conspicuous while the weeks whittled down towards their distant deadline, an absence of incident which registered as a cold stone in everybody’s stomachs, there on waking every morning, every day bigger and slightly icier. Nothing was happening with Peter Rachman following his unsuccessful storming of the French, but this at least was welcome news and the right sort of nothing. Similarly, nothing much was happening with the Great When, or at least not according to the glacial time frames of that place. Every few days Maurice would slouch into the John Snow’s lumber room to issue updates on the fractious politics between the severed heads, but these appeared to be in deadlock. Cromwell was still arguing for a pre-emptive strike against the Barebones and, alarmingly, against Broadstair itself. Such an assault on an Arcanum was unprecedented and, for all that anybody knew, impossible. Mindful of this fact, most of the convened decapitations were against the Lord Protector’s scheme although, as Calendar reported it, a growing faction seemed persuaded by its bloody rhetoric, including most of the Gunpowder Plotters and a tar-dipped William Wallace. Maurice warned that though more level heads as yet retained a safe majority, this balance of opinion might shift suddenly at any time. Locating Button Dainty and establishing him as the source of the anticipated breach would nip any potentially disastrous conflict in the bud, but of course finding the diminutive assassin was an area wherein nothing was happening in massive non-amounts, with all the pace of a stopped clock.

The strain of unrelenting nothing could be seen on everybody’s foreheads, and particularly that of Calendar himself. The couture caterpillar wore a look of sick dread as his new fashion accessory, that worsened with each unproductive week. As if to compensate for this continuing anxiety, Maurice commenced a passionate commitment to confectionery, duffle coat pockets overflowing with Fry’s Five Boys thrupenny chocolate bars. These served to underline his fragile mood, with on their wrappers a depiction of five identical schoolboys wearing various expressions – one beamed happily, another wept, a third seemed angry – that were possibly quintuplets who had wildly different personalities, or possibly a single individual in the throes of an emotional collapse. Calendar scoffed them down regardless of smiles, tears or frowns, and didn’t seem to care about the umber smears proliferating on his hands, his coat, his jowls, his Ban the Bomb badge and the lenses of his spectacles. As the self-styled Imago of the Mode slowly developed a pronounced spare tyre, Dennis found himself oddly fascinated and unable to remember if he’d ever seen Maurice eat anything before. He didn’t think he had, and certainly not so compulsively, so plainly out of worry. Evidently, Calendar had his mind on a prospect that alarmed him even more than H-bombs.

Ironfoot Jack maintained a decomposed composure, thoroughly at home now in his allocated back room, but the weary smile that held up the brave face he put on things would sometimes come unstitched, baggy and sagging at its corners. He was well looked after, what with George the landlord, Maurice Calendar, Gog Blincoe and, most often, Coffin Ada taking turns to babysit him, so he certainly wasn’t complaining. Jack knew that he’d got it easier than any of others, because all he had to do was die, and with the bed rest he was getting, his decline was not so steep as it might otherwise have been. But all the same, he felt a great dissatisfaction of the heart to think that finding Dainty and averting a catastrophe, if only as a supervisor, had been undeniably his final, most important job, yet with each passing day, it seemed more probable that he was going to mess it up, the way he’d messed up such a lot of things throughout his life: his leg, his marriage and his Caravan Club that had landed him in Wormwood Scrubs. Except that this time, Ironfoot’s failure might bring about the fall of the Great When, if Swedenborg’s predictions were to be believed, with the material London toppling soon after this subsidence of those vital symbols that it had been standing on. This was Jack Neave’s last exam question on the Problem of Existence, and he had the queasy feeling he was going to get it wrong.

In Dennis’s own case, it was a bit more complicated and he wasn’t sure exactly what he felt about his situation, save for mildly guilty all the time. He hadn’t thus far mentioned Tolerable John’s hell-bound proposal to his colleagues, even Grace, and didn’t fully understand his own reluctance to bring up the subject. Partly he supposed it was because announcing the idea to other people would make the whole paralysing notion just that bit more real, more like a reasonable suggestion that he would inevitably be compelled to act upon at some point. On the face of it, this sounded like a plausible excuse for his not telling anyone about a plan to visit the Inferno, but he knew it wasn’t the whole story. There was something else deterring him, a nagging resurrection of his own initial fears that he himself, along with Slenderhorse’s key, might be the breach that everyone was so concerned about. He thought it safest, if he should be forced to make his horrifying journey, that he keep it under wraps until it was accomplished and he had made sure he wasn’t implicated. Anyway, with Grace insisting that she didn’t want to visit the Great When unless she had to, he could tell himself that he was doing her a favour by excluding her from this probably unimportant part of their investigation. In this way, Dennis contrived to feel less treacherous and furtive, and it worked, up to a point. In any case, his plunge into the dungeon of eternal punishment would very likely never happen. Any day now, they might chance on a fresh lead that made it all unnecessary; that resolved the Button Dainty problem in some manner that was less unthinkable. And so he carried on inventing reasons not to go to Hell, uncomfortably aware that normal people didn’t usually need to do this.

If he seemed somewhat inured to the grave apprehensions of his comrades, this was due not to a greater bravery, but to the pleasurably sedative effects of his developing relationship with Grace. He found it hard to summon an appropriately doomed expression if he happened to be thinking about her, which was as good as saying all the time. Though he appreciated the tremendous urgency of their predicament, he couldn’t focus on its troubling realities for very long before he was adrift in a consideration of the way her red hair looked when it was wet, or how she could apparently remember every line of every book she’d ever read. Trying to conjure the requisite stare of hopeless trepidation while imagining her naked was as likely to succeed as staging Ibsen in a busy sweet shop. Grace and Dennis diligently kept up their dead-end enquiries – visiting a circus only to find out that circuses in 1959 no longer featured dwarfs, hanging around school gates looking for an exceptionally ugly pupil – but it all began to feel a bit remote and hypothetical next to the absolute reality of them in bed, or talking with their mouths full over breakfast.

February passed in crumpled Five Boys wrappers and ferocious rioting in Nyasaland, that country chafing in its federation with the two Rhodesias, North and South, especially the latter’s white supremacists. Dennis turned twenty-eight on the fourteenth, Valentine’s Day, when he sent Grace a card and in return, endearingly, she sent him two. Macmillan flew to Moscow for a tension-damping nuclear chinwag with Nikita Khrushchev, and Commotion Venables persuaded Ada to look into getting National Health Service dentures, although given the informal nature of Commotion’s gesture language, nobody was certain how. Jack Neave attended to the work of dying, and the Commonwealth howled for its independence, Cyprus to be gone within the year.

Then it was March, with a dissolve to wind and drizzle covering the seam between the months. Macmillan came back from the Kremlin with the Berlin crisis unresolved, and some eleven detainees were killed in rioting at an internment camp in Kenya, shocking everyone who hadn’t previously realised that the British had internment camps in Kenya. Nyasaland’s Kanyama Chiume, independence leader hunted in the British territory, was rumoured to be hiding out in London but, as Ironfoot observed while fruitlessly scouring newspapers for the slightest reference to a violent dwarf, who wasn’t? The assembled company in the John Snow’s back room were even stumped in their less urgent search for David Litvinoff, himself by all accounts still lying low since his misjudged Douglas and Daphne stunt with Peter Rachman. Mid-month, Grace and Dennis again visited the pictures to see Carlton-Browne of the F.O., with Peter Sellers as prime minister and Terry-Thomas as a bungling diplomat, which left them with mixed feelings: the film was, itself, insufferably dull, but on the other hand, this lack of any watchable distraction allowed both of them to reach a muffled climax in the cinema’s back row, so, on the whole, a very pleasant evening out. Four stars. Right at the end of March, Maurice invited the pair to accompany him to a big ban-the-bomb rally in Trafalgar Square, but Grace was working and, if he was honest, now that Dennis wasn’t seeking random campfire intimacy, he found himself not as drawn to the idea of anti-nuclear protest.

And as spring made her appearance, dressed in early blossoms and five-minute rains, the lovers’ thoughts turned, as you might expect, to finding an elusive homicidal goblin before unimaginable tragedy consumed both Londons; before everything disintegrated into warring symbols, walking districts and whatever tumbleheads were when they were at home. They obviously turned to sex as well, but even this was overshadowed by their hopeless quest and its accumulated nothing. Grace commenced an anxious wondering aloud on whether things might be improved by her return to the Great When, a troubling notion which had prompted Dennis to a serious consideration of his various options, before ultimately coming to accept that they weren’t plural.

‘There, now. Here we are again. This is more like it, don’t you think? I mean, you’ll soon be too big for the Regal, you’ll want somewhere else what’s posher, but I’m confident that it’ll do for now. It’s better than a padded cell at any rate, and may I say how nice it is to see you in your old suit, where the arms don’t do up at the back. You mark my words – all this, it’s only the beginning.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, thanks. And you, you’re real now, ain’t you? You’re not somebody what I’m inventing out of an old sock, or out of cracks in plaster?’

‘Oh, I’m real alright. I’m real as grief. And I could only talk to you like that when you were back in Wandsworth and they wasn’t giving you your medicine, was they? We could only have a natter during your psychotic episodes. Now you’re back home and on your Stematol and what not, there’s no need for all of that palaver, is there? Faces in your dinner, faces in your vomit, nobody wants that. Whereas down here, at our old table, we can put our furiously busy heads together for a proper chat, the way we used to, ay? The old team. The old double act.’

‘Yeah, I suppose we can. So, all these other fellers, they can see you too, yeah? They don’t think I’m talking to meself, like what they did in Wandsworth?’

‘Oh, no. They can see me, this lot. They just can’t quite make their minds up what they’re looking at, especially not in my facial area. They don’t see the real me like you do. They’ve not got your feral insight, have they? And I’ll tell you what, outside your very gracious mother, I don’t think there’s anybody sees you the way I do, hundreds of feet tall and straddling the East End, pissing on the West. It’s good we’re back together, big lad. Shame about old Bossy Boots sticking his nose in all the time, though. I mean, you know what they say. Two’s company and all that.’

‘Huh. Well, don’t think I’ve not thought the same. You know I have. But he’s, like, proper family, so we’ve got that attachment, ain’t we? It’s not like I can just do away with him.’

‘No. No, of course you can’t. No one’s suggesting that. At least, not permanently.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Well, nothing, really. I was only thinking how nice it would all be if your other half were off out of the picture for a time, the way that you were. Only reasonable, that, the way I see it.’

‘Hang on, you’re not talking about grassing on him, are you? Because if you are . . .’

‘Oi! Keep your hair on. No one’s grassing anybody. This is just a conversation what we’re having. All I meant was, it’s a pity Bossy Boots can’t have a bit of the same bad luck you had. After all, as I remember, it was him what sent for the police in your case, weren’t it?’

‘I suppose it was, but, I mean, to be fair, I had been acting up a bit.’

‘That’s just your nature. You’re a Michelangelo of carnage, you are, and it’s not right you should feel restricted in your creativity. No, I was only saying, things would be more even-handed if your relative got into trouble now and then, with no one but himself to blame. I mean, turns for the worse, runs of bad luck, they happen all the time. You must have noticed.’

‘Do they?’

‘Well, they do when I’m in the vicinity.’

With April nearly guttered to its stub, Dennis became at last resigned to his damnation. There was simply nothing else that could be done. More cheerless by the day, with David Litvinoff not seen in Soho for some months, Jack Neave grew less disposed to grin, even at Ada’s false teeth when they finally arrived and had been fitted. Though the upper set would sometimes shoot out when she coughed, after a day or two she seemed to have her new dentition under some sort of control. The difference in appearance, with her sunken cheeks filled out, had been more startling than anybody had expected: the bone structure, previously as though modelled on a pirate flag, was haunted now by ghostly echoes of the silent picture beauty that Ada had been before the pickling, gas explosion, jaguar attack, or whatever it was that had so obviously since befallen her. It took some getting used to. As for Maurice, he’d become by increments much more despondent, less communicative and considerably plumper, baggy black coat puffed up full to bursting. Thousands of apparently unstable boys must have laid down their yummy lives by then, Dennis reflected, and yet Calendar was bigger but not happier, his own expression of unholy dread unmatched by any of the moody juvenile quintet that were his sole, unvaried menu. On Dennis and Grace’s doleful visits to the John Snow’s lumber room, nobody said much, and only Commotion Venables seemed wholly comfortable with the fraught silence, beaming constantly at Ada’s strange new look and nodding her approval.

Though he found it harrowing to see his fellows in this stressful state, given that the alternative was going to Hell, Dennis would no doubt have postponed that journey for far longer if it hadn’t been for Grace. This unproductive waiting for an axe to fall was getting to her, casting its pall on the time that she and Dennis had together. While such times were for the most part still spent lost in episodes of joy, the hyphen hours between those episodes were greyer now, and longer. She’d begun to bite her nails, and he would sometimes find her staring worriedly into the empty air, as if distracted by a coming train that only she could see. When Grace again suggested that things might be better if she softened her resolve against returning to the other London, Dennis knew he could no longer live with his own cowardly procrastination. There were no two ways about it. Hell it was.

He hadn’t mentioned implementing Tolerable John’s frightening idea to anyone, not even to McAllister himself on one of their few meetings at the Cheshire Cheese in the preceding weeks. When John would ask how things in Birmingham were going, Dennis would just mumble some excuse about having to wait and see before changing the subject. The one person that he might have told about his reckless plan was Maurice Calendar, who would at least have served for company and practical assistance, but the shirtshifter sat silent on a packing crate, morose and swollen with the temperamental children he had eaten, looking less prepared for a demanding sortie into the Great When than almost dead Jack Neave. This time, Dennis reluctantly accepted, he was on his own.

To that end, he began preparing for his Dante-like excursion by eliciting from Grace a list of her forthcoming workdays, so that he might plan his terrible descent to fall on an occasion when they weren’t seeing each other for a drink or going to the pictures. Dennis didn’t want to smell of brimstone in the back row of the Roxy. Having thus decided on the when of it, he next made some discreet and casual enquiries of his colleagues so that he might ascertain the where. The earthly Good Samaritan, he learned, where Swedenborg had seen the blazing terraces of Hell, was to be found in Turner Street, crouched in the shadow of Whitechapel’s Royal London Hospital. As far as Dennis was aware, the nearest hidden portal to this site was the ironmonger’s up in Bishopsgate, around the corner from where Grace lived, in what had once been the Liberty of Norton Folgate. Though he couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable about commencing the clandestine expedition from a point so close to his infatuation’s home address, he reasoned that if it took place during the early evening of a Saturday, when Grace would be wasting her beauty on the clientele of Paul Raymond’s Revue Bar, there was every chance his spree would go as well as any trip to Hell could be expected to.

Thus, April 25th was Hell Day and began appropriately with a poorly judged attempt at coitus between him and Grace, who’d spent the previous night at Dennis’s in Aldgate. He had tidied up the place and tried to keep it nice for when she visited – his gratis copies of QT were now secreted in the sideboard, for example – but their fumbling apology for sex was grey and grim, upsettingly half-hearted. They abandoned it by mutual agreement part-way through, and neither raised the subject over breakfast. Their relationship had started in the urgent search for Button Dainty, and with that search going nowhere, Dennis feared the worst. What if their fruitless mission was the only thing sustaining them? Grace didn’t stay around long after the fried egg on toast was finished with, citing her shifts at the Revue Bar, and after she’d listlessly informed him he could see her Sunday night at her place if he wanted, her goodbye kiss was perfunctory.

At eight o’clock that night he set out from Old Castle Street, heading for Bishopsgate and then for somewhere warmer, on a road paved more with dog faeces than good intentions. Being Saturday, the evening’s pedestrian and motor traffic was considerably heavier than usual, but since it was the other London he was visiting, this turned out not to matter: passengers and drivers of the passing cars were suddenly distracted by a bickering argument, the colour of the vehicle ahead or an unusually painful memory from childhood. Further up the road, approaching him from Shoreditch High Street as he neared the ironmonger’s premises, a five-strong pride of Teddy boys fell into brief debate about whose mother was the most promiscuous before descending into an Edwardian fistfight, bloodying their iridescent coats. And in that eerie instant when the whole world looked the other way, Dennis’s arm involuntarily lunged to his right and grabbed the rack of hanging slates where saucepans, tools and garden implements with inappropriate apostrophes were advertised in chalk, pulling it out into the street, except its underside was now a mouldered coffin lid, and without thinking, he stepped through the portal into prematurely buried blackness and then

he’s neck-deep in gaslight, leaning on the worm-drilled wood that he’s pulled shut behind him, breathing heavy and recovering his balance . . . once again, the nagging sense that he’s resuming something after moments and not months, the phantom feeling of familiarity aroused by what was previously inconceivable, the feverish normality of everything . . . under a smash of stars, he falters on streets made from knives, where there are graveyard lozenges for doors, and the heaped hovels of four centuries hunch over knotted alleyways as though in ambush, trapping murder shadows in the lanes below . . . a slum of symbols that has crystallised about the district’s carrion mythology, with every thirty or so seconds the same bubbling female scream repeated, echoing amongst black chimney pots that strain towards the stellar dazzle, open-mouthed like starving chicks . . .

standing there swaying, gulping back the heady air, he gradually recovers from the shock of entry and attempts to orient himself amid a seethe of rotting and regenerating landmarks . . . Dennis thinks he’s heard that the surrounding ghetto of bad dreams is known as Spatterfields, with the bucolic meadows of St Mary’s Spital where Defoe was raised now sunk beneath the overpowering aura of London’s most memorable crimes . . . a constant liquid trickle in the gutters turns out to be rats, a flood of fur and wavering pink tails decanting from the filthy kerbside to the gullets of night-hidden drains . . . caught on an evening breeze, some several black silk top hats bounce and clatter on the warping pavement, rattling out of sight along what Dennis thinks might be the secret town’s equivalent to Spital Lane . . . gathering his resolve, he follows the iconic millinery towards a lurid and exaggerated rumour of Commercial Street down at the narrow fissure’s bottom end, squirming with spectacle . . . unseen, the woman screams again . . .

under the glimmer of a thousand zodiacs, he slips between the shifting midnight pitches of a changed Spitalfields Market, caught up in the vaporous press of several hundred years’ vendors or customers reprising their archaic transactions, word for puzzlingly accented word . . . here and there in the shuffle of oblivious time echoes, Dennis notices a number of the Great When’s minor monsters bartering at lantern-lighted stalls that have no counterpart in the short city . . . something with a dog’s head but the dress and bearing of a poacher haggles with a woman made of folded paper over a framed landscape where the clouds seem to be moving . . . kids dressed as the royalty from playing cards swipe flaming lollipops from insect-masked confectioners . . . the cheery patter of a dozen eras, twisted in the different city’s rarefied acoustics, swirls and whispers like black petticoats about the starlit gathering, and Dennis wanders on through the nocturnal bustle, deeper into Spatterfields . . .

across an amplified Commercial Street, the rearing Hawksmoor church is now a thing of bone, with Doric femurs rising up from gristly sockets to support a skullcap portico; a spire of ribcages, ingeniously interwoven, serving as the bloodstained district’s pivot . . . dawdling towards Whitechapel High Street through a screaming twilight, stepping back to let Gothic hallucinations pass, it strikes him that he could become a blur of motion and be at his destination within instants, although surely no one runs to Hell . . . a moment later, sighting the bat-clouded turrets that here represent his earthly residence in Aldgate, it occurs to him that no one runs to Hell because nobody needs to, that location always being a lot closer than the average damned soul imagines . . .

in Dennis’s case, it’s not two minutes’ walk down an inflamed Whitechapel Road, commencing from the long-gone alabaster edifice for which the neighbourhood is named, a pallid fourteenth-century stiletto puncturing the sky’s taut skin tattooed with galaxies . . . emerging intermittently up from the boil of buildings on the thoroughfare’s south side are minaret-crowned towers that Dennis thinks might signify a Muslim temple, previously unheard of and thus possibly a shade cast by Whitechapel’s future . . . it flares in and out of view amid this Jewish quarter’s tenements and workshops, where yesterday’s insubstantial rabbis walk unnoticed through the vaporous imams of tomorrow, while the different London’s aural properties stir ghetto folk songs and the crystal ululations of a call to prayer with the receding, measured shrieks from Spitalfields, just up the way . . .

crossing a new New Road, leading from Cannon Street Road and the Crown & Dolphin, Dennis realises that the higher city’s mooted Hell and its decapitated parliament are both contained in public houses only spitting distance from his own Old Castle Street front doorstep . . . it’s as if London tilts up towards the sunset, while its darkest, heaviest narratives roll naturally downhill and into the East End . . . once he gains the far paving, he’s perhaps a dozen or so steps from his infernal destination, and dragged feet don’t seem to make that distance a whit longer . . . unenthusiastically, he takes the next right into Turner Street’s sinister counterpart, where rising on his left is the chalk-white enormity which represents Whitechapel’s Royal London Hospital in these symbolic latitudes . . .

grimacing night-soil men upend buckets of shit into the lane outside while at their backs the grand infirmary is cycling through three hundred years of poultices and amputations . . . up above this constant transmutation, the imposing structure’s upper reaches remain stable and appear to hold to a consistent if outrageous shape . . . bleached stone is tortured, teased to candle-wax deformities, its straight lines crippled and distorted, twisting into the huge sculpted likeness of a form that strains the limits of human biology . . . revealed from its collapsing chest up, the nude figure has one withered arm raised, curled in close against the body like the sleepers at Pompeii, the hand a clutching spider crab . . . the skull is massive and irregular as though a lump of rock had melted, with a jutting tooth rendering one side of the mouth unusable, a visible eye staring, trapped and horrified, from underneath the flesh-slide of an overhanging brow . . . distantly, Dennis thinks he can recall a rescued carnival attraction roomed here at the hospital, though the man’s name escapes him . . .

with its painted signboard and attractive brewery mouldings, Hell is just across the street . . . the Good Samaritan, three storeys and two hundred years there on its time-crashed corner, coruscates through frosted glass, a dull rose light that smoulders on the altering cobbles . . . poised above the peeling fire-engine red of the establishment’s front door, the Truman’s Brewery eagle has escaped from its embossing to become a sculpted predator, wings at full reach, with glinting garnet eyes, and from the terrifying beak there hangs a relatively tiny human form . . . he can’t believe his treacherous feet are letting him approach this awful place, albeit very, very slowly, and he notices that the bright seams of moss between the cracking and uncracking paving slabs around the entranceway are steaming, as though heated from beneath . . . beside the doorstep, on the building’s threshold, stands a damp-stained cardboard box containing items of unfathomable junk that Dennis thinks might be abandoned hopes . . . pushing one clammy palm against the door’s suspiciously warm brassware, he goes in to the tense violin squeal of an unlubricated hinge which, while not what one could properly describe as hellish torment, is tremendously shrill and upsetting . . .

save for a well-dressed chap reading the Financial Times and sipping brandy in a barely visible far corner, Hades appears largely empty, which perhaps means either fewer evil people dying these days, or that there’s a nearby hostelry with less despair that’s stealing all the custom . . . in a yellowed twilight of low-wattage bulbs and suicidal wallpaper, the hush and stillness draped across deserted tables is of something too afraid to make a noise or move . . . here and there, parts of the interior are on fire – a foot or two of picture rail, a dartboard and the far end of the bar – although the absence of concern suggests that burning fixtures are part of the customary décor, like the vomit-coloured lino, or the stools and chairs that all have one short leg . . . the temperature is high enough to be uncomfortable, yet never quite reaching the point where somebody might reasonably complain . . .

beyond the bar’s mahogany veneer, where Dennis soaks his cuffs before he’s spotted the pale-ale meniscus, there’s a couple who might be the Good Samaritan’s landlord and landlady, though through the drifting smoke from the bar’s blazing further end, it’s hard to tell . . . the man looks to be in his sixties, burly, flushed and pink with thinning white hair, shirtsleeves rolled back to the elbow, while the woman seems a little younger, blonde and angry, fleshier as if drawn only in loose circles or ellipses . . . both of them, he notices, have horn buds sprouting from their sunburned foreheads . . .

he attempts, through gestures, coughs and a variety of odd, hopeful expressions, to attract one of the pair’s attentions, but it isn’t until some time has elapsed that the man glances up at Dennis, smiles and says, ‘Be with you in a minute, mate’ . . . this minute and its numerous successors are all measured by the shuddering tick of a wall-mounted clock behind the bar which, when examined, stands at ten to three and, after sustained observation, turns out to have both hands moving backwards . . . when it’s nearly half past two and Dennis is about to give up and go home, the stout blonde woman looks up from the change drawer of the till she’s been inspecting and at last pretends to notice him . . . turning towards the older fellow who is probably her husband, in a voice barbwired with accusation, she spits venomously, ‘Frank? Will you be serving that young man, or are you leaving it for me, the way you always do?’ . . . the landlord, busy wiping down that part of the bar top which has as yet not been consumed by flames, glares at his spouse with naked hatred and replies, ‘To tell the truth, I thought, “I’ll leave that one for Shirley. After all, she’ll very likely suck him off in the back toilets later on.”’ . . . the woman’s spiteful, puckered eyes grow wide with furious indignation as she hisses, ‘That’s more something you’d do. I’m not the pathetic alcoholic who can’t get his tiny little knob to stand up any more. That’s you, Frank! Give it half an hour and you’ll be begging that young man to come off in your mouth. You’ll—’ . . . at this point, with perspiration streaming down a florid brow to rot the velvet of his budding horns, Frank punches Shirley in the face, knocking a tooth out by the look of it, and then immediately bursts into tears . . .

this is unbearable, so comprehensively horrific that Dennis is frozen to the spot by an extreme social embarrassment that borders terror, a paralysis of manners where he doesn’t know if he should intervene in some way, at least say something, or whether he should flee into the night . . . down at the bar’s far end and therefore nearer to the conflagration, Shirley staggers back so that her hairdo tinkles on the optics, one hand clapped across a bloody mouth, while Frank sobs and apologises, begs her not to leave him . . . just when Dennis is deciding that a starlight flit is his least dreadful option, the appalling pair suddenly bring their wretched interaction to a dead stop and, in the dead silence following, both turn their heads to look at him and offer reassuring smiles . . . the blonde landlady, with one front incisor gone and blood from her split lip still trickling on a double chin, approaches Dennis down the bar’s length, her voice a suggestive giggle: ‘Don’t mind us. We’re just having a lark. What can I get you, sweetheart?’ . . . meanwhile, at the other end, Frank chuckles fondly, tears evaporating from cerise cheeks, and goes back to mopping down his blazing counter . . .

lost for words, still reeling from the brutal scene, Dennis can only blither, ‘I, I, I, I’m looking for someone called Enoch Soames. He, he, he, he’s a poet, and somebody said that he might be down here’ . . . the ghastly woman frowns, her sweaty forehead corrugating under the peroxide hairline and the jutting ochre points, until at length she leans across the bar to murmur, ‘Never heard of him. He might be one of them downstairs here, but you’d have to ask him over there’ . . . she nods towards the distant corner where the place’s only other customer sits swirling brandy in a glass balloon and studying the rose-pink stock market reports, apparently untroubled by her and her husband’s voluble unpleasantness . . . lowering her insinuating tones still further, Shirley tips her head closer to Dennis’s and whispers, ‘But if you don’t fancy talking to him, just pretend you’re popping out the backyard for a piss, and I’ll come out and do the business. How does that sound?’ . . .

treating her to a protracted rictus grin, Dennis can’t think of a response, but then she slaps him on one soggy forearm and says between gap-toothed giggles, ‘Look at you! I’m only joking, darling. I’ve not had a cock for ages. Chance would be a fine thing, ay? No, love, you go and have a word with his nibs up the corner, see if he can tell you anything about this poet chap. Unless you change your mind about the gobble, in which case make out you need the lav. It’s up to you’ . . .

by now it’s painfully apparent that nothing is up to Dennis . . . starting to distantly understand that Hell can only ever be performance, he backs further from the bar into the cavernous and almost empty space beyond, nodding and grinning idiotically, afraid to turn his back upon the smirking, winking, bloodstained landlady until he’s a safe distance off . . . the mortal thud of a reversing second hand gets louder as Dennis treads further from the clock that is its source, advancing over sticky lino into the room’s broken-bulb miasma . . . on one wall, hung up against an overdetailed pattern of green roses, the wire numerals around a burning dartboard glow red-hot amid their blackening surround . . . the smoke seems to avoid that corner where the well-outfitted patron sits and scans stock market dips in his Financial Times, laughing occasionally . . . when finally the penny drops as to whom he’s approaching, Dennis realises that the cringing smoke has got by far the best idea . . .

the seated figure doesn’t look up from his newspaper or otherwise acknowledge Dennis’s uneasy presence, hovering beside the corner table, trying to catch the author of all human misery’s indifferent eye . . . up close, though not without tremendous gravity, the devil has the pompous bearing of a backstreet swindler recently come into money, acting out his overstated idea of gentility . . . the fussy stylings of his oiled black hair; his waxed moustache tips curling upwards to suggest the smile of a perpetually pouncing cat; a glaring crimson waistcoat Father Christmas wouldn’t wear . . . nothing about the man’s appearance isn’t grating, which Dennis suspects is probably intentional . . . at length, the arch-fiend lifts his closely spaced eyes from the market indices to study his unasked-for guest as one might peer at a squashed earwig . . . in excessively rich tones that smack of elocution lessons, he says, ‘Mr Knuckleyard. What can I do for you?’ . . .

this isn’t quite what Dennis is expecting . . . blanching visibly, he gasps, ‘You know me?’, at which the notorious tempter starts a shrug he doesn’t even bother finishing and says, ‘Well, yes. The fact is, I know everyone. Make it my job. Seems only decent when they all apparently know me. I ask again: what can I do for you?’ . . . feeling that this is now a formal interview, Dennis sits in an empty seat across the table from the prince of morning, almost pitching backwards on to the unfortunate linoleum when he belatedly discovers the chair’s one short leg . . . the devil, charitably, looks off to one side and affects not to notice his young visitor’s ungainly near collapse . . . recovering, Dennis leans forward in order to keep his weight from the unstable perch’s rear, and nervously enquires of the infernal eminence as to the whereabouts, if any, of the non-existent poet Enoch Soames . . .

raising both liquorice eyebrows in what looks like genuine astonishment, the devil shakes his head with wonderment as he replies, ‘This is remarkable. Do you know, you’re the third fellow that I’ve had asking after Soames in what’s barely a quarter of a century. Whoever would have thought he’d have so many readers? If you’ll just hang on a moment, I’ll have one of the tormentors and deceivers fetch him up for you’ . . . before Dennis can find out who the other Soames enthusiasts might have been, the adversary of mankind calls to the couple watching from behind the spitting, crackling bar, ‘Malgabarath, can you find Soames for me? The last time that I saw him, he was in the sixth or seventh Bolgia, interrupting perfectly good torture, looking for a screaming penitent who’s heard of him’ . . . over on the inadequately lighted room’s far side, the landlord, Frank – whose surname, evidently, is Malgabarath – performs a military salute then exits through a rear door on his quest, leaving his brutalised wife to attend to any unforeseen influx of customers . . .

while they await the demon publican’s return, the axe-fall thud of every passing second into empty silence is, like every other aspect of this hostelry, excruciating . . . when Dennis can take no more, he makes a pitiful attempt at conversation by asking the ultimate embodiment of evil, in perhaps too chirpy tones, ‘So, is this where you live?’ . . . it is at this point that the length of chain hanging the fiery dartboard from its nail melts through completely, so that the black disc of flaming cork and wood drops to the barroom floor amid cacophony and showering sparks . . . ignoring this, the devil submits Dennis to a look of withering contempt and, with a cold civility, says, ‘With this being literally the worst place in the world, I rather think not,’ before pointedly resuming his perusal of the fiscal headlines . . . feeling the beginnings of an urge to urinate, Dennis considers visiting the Good Samaritan’s back toilet but, knowing that dentally disfigured Shirley will be watching him, informs his bladder it will have to wait . . . the whole experience grows more insufferable, tick by leaden tick . . .

after precisely far too long, Frank reappears in company with the most abject creature Dennis can remember ever seeing . . . reasonably tall yet stooped and shuffling in his gait, the man’s receding chin conceals itself behind long, straggling hairs that might one day conspire to be a beard, and in defeated eyes, he wears a flat, dead look, entirely unsurprised by the most innovative cruelties and mistreatments . . . his attire, which must have looked already dated in the 1890s, could be flatteringly termed nondescript, and over it he wears what may have once been a grey waterproof cape made from oilskin, now melted here and there, with the bouquet of fire-damaged haddock . . . poignantly surmounted by a soft black article of headwear that seems vaguely clerical, more probably intended as an artist’s beret but too holed by raining cinders to identify, the umber rat-tails of his hair are singed and smouldering at the sucked sable of their pointed tips . . . in one long-nailed hand, the despondent figure holds a slim octavo volume, misjudged silver lettering almost invisible on ashen buckram boards although, even without this signifying token, Dennis has no doubt that he is in the presence of the worst decadent author never to be born . . .

glancing disinterestedly in the direction of the flaming fallen dartboard, the disheartened versifier lets Frank or Malgabarath retreat behind their half-incinerated bar, then trudges with a cadaver’s enthusiasm to the corner table, where he listlessly awaits whatever fresh humiliation he’s to be subjected to . . . invited to sit down by the congenial regent of darkness, Enoch Soames regards the treacherous, uneven seating, and declines in a bleak monotone: ‘I’d rather stand. The last occasion I was here saw me kick like an upturned beetle on this unswept floor, to everyone’s amusement save my own’ . . . as if to underline this constant mockery, the battered landlady calls, from across the room, ‘Get you a large one, can we, Mr Soames? Perhaps la sorcière glauque, if you’ve a mind’ . . . grinding his yellowed teeth in repressed fury, Soames elects to neither look around nor answer, and it finally occurs to Dennis that the Good Samaritan does not provide liquid refreshments, here where no one but the devil gets a drink . . .

milking the situation for its last depleted squirts of misery, the monarch of deceit smiles at the more-than-usually-doomed poet in pretended reassurance, purring, ‘Oh, come. Don’t take on so. It’s just Hulpec’s bit of fun’ . . . that would be Shirley Hulpec, Dennis reasons, as the sulphurous potentate continues in studiedly silky tones, ‘This poorly coiffed young man is Mr Knuckleyard, and he’s come all this way to see you. With a couple more of his sort, your admirers will soon be in double figures. Won’t you listen to his no doubt tedious request?’ . . . with this appeal to his still-unextinguished vanity, Soames seems to weigh his uniformly dismal options and eventually nods grudgingly in Dennis’s direction . . . clearing an increasingly parched throat, the squirming twenty-eight-year-old makes his entreaty, saying, ‘Mr Soames, thank you for seeing me. I want to ask about a book you wrote’ . . .

without a flicker of expression, the forgotten man of the Mauve Nineties cheerlessly raises the scorched, unprepossessing tome that he’s been holding, and sighs, ‘Mm. Then I expect it’s this one, Fungoids. That’s the only thing of mine that anybody’s interested in. I ask them if they’ve read my previous work, Negations, and they look terribly pleased with themselves, wittily responding in the negative’ . . . feeling obliged to take the proffered volume and pretend a brief inspection, Dennis opens it at random and scans a short piece called ‘Ornaments in Jade’, a title that seems irritatingly familiar . . . in its ten-line entirety, the poem reads, ‘Scraped from its reliq’ry on taut elastic strand/an aggregate of slimes,/a contraband sestina that has rhythms to its form/and rhymes this grey with that dull peridot./Below the surface lustre, various in tread and texture, here/gelatinous and clear while there translucent, dried to fragile parchment, pierced/by truant hair./No lyric triumph of/our human race may match this jewel extracted/from my face’ . . .

always uncertain when it comes to judging poems, Dennis’s immediate reaction is that this one makes him feel a bit sick, though on an admittedly impressive range of different levels . . . handing the book back to Soames, he manages a thoughtful nod and mumbles, ‘It’s, it’s, it’s insightful. It, you know, it really captures the experience. And is that title, “Ornaments in Jade”, is that a reference to Arthur Machen’s book of the same name? A sort of tribute to him, if you like?’ . . . from Soames’s narrowed eyes and daggered glare, it is immediately apparent that he doesn’t like . . . vexedly snatching Fungoids from the younger man’s philistine clutch, he mutters coldly, ‘I’ll allow that the stout little Welshman may have been unconscious in his plagiarism, or that his ragtag collection was perhaps intended as a homage to my miniaturist masterpiece. Parlons d’autre chose’ . . .

having not understood this last part, Dennis thinks it best to change the subject, lightly interjecting, ‘In the London that I come from, we had a copy of Fungoids turn up, more than twenty years ago that, well, it caused a lot of difficulty. Not your fault, but there was this book dealer out in Lewisham, who—’ . . . having until now appeared content to sit back and enjoy both parties’ obvious discomfort, here the devil hunches forward eagerly, exclaiming, ‘How remarkable! Is this the same poor soul who got turned inside out by that immensely entertaining cat thing? Do you know, the last chap who came here to visit Soames told us precisely the same story’ . . . though an icy chill would be more welcome, Dennis feels a sticky prickle at his nape as it begins to dawn on him who this previous caller would most probably have been . . . his pulse accelerating gradually, he stammers, ‘And, and, and what did he look like, the person who told you this?’ . . . the loudly attired fallen angel tips back a pomaded head and raises one forefinger to his cruel lips in mock consideration . . . following a blatantly unnecessary pause, he finally announces, ‘Very limited in stature, if I’m thinking of the right man. Practically a pygmy, albeit one with a demeanour not far short of homicidal. If my memory serves correct, he had a physiognomy which, even to my practised eye, was utterly ungraspable’ . . .

expending his remaining spittle on a nervous swallow, Dennis knows with an unwanted certainty that, given the unlikelihood of two such entities at large, the devil is describing Button Dainty, or at least describing everything except the creature’s problematic face . . . trying to appear casual and even nonchalant in his enquiry, he asks, ‘So, so, so what did he want, this little bloke? Not that I know him. I’m, I’m, I’m just interested’ . . . the Lord Mayor of Gehenna smiles at Dennis innocently – plainly, all he wants to do is help – and says, ‘As I recall, the foremost matter on his mind was the identity of Mr Soames’s earlier admirer from the year before, the one who’d introduced our friend’s exquisite volume to your lesser world with such unappetising consequences’ . . . sensing that he’s being led somewhere he isn’t going to like, Dennis raises the obvious query as to who this catastrophic book distributor had been, at which the devil positively twinkles in reply, ‘Sadly, I didn’t bother asking him his name, yet I can picture his appearance with great clarity. He was a living human, like yourself, although perhaps more colourful and with a more engaging personality’ . . . once he’s seen Dennis flinch from this dismissive characterisation, the pit’s chief executive goes on, ‘Black chap. Voice like a foghorn. Taller than you, if you take into account the ostrich plumes’ . . .

suddenly, Dennis finds it hard to breathe . . . the monarch of unkindness, unmistakeably, is speaking of long-disappeared Prince Monolulu . . . though an army of distressing questions are advancing into his interior, all that he can think to splutter is, ‘So you’re the one who gave him it? But, but, but, but this individual, if you didn’t know them, why did you just give them Mr Soames’s book when you could see the trouble it was bound to cause?’ . . . the apple’s advocate seems puzzled, and peers quizzically to left and right as if in search of something that will explain his guest’s inability to understand what should be obvious . . . in the end, he returns a not-unsympathetic gaze to his young visitor and softly asks, ‘My dear chap, you do realise I’m the devil?’ . . . just as Dennis is, too late, fully absorbing that exact thing . . . he’s been telling himself that this devil and this Hell are only fictional, not once thinking to ask if there is any other kind of Hell or devil . . . this appalling pub room and this overdressed, insufferable spiv are as close to the real thing as makes no difference . . . it is with a new respect, not to say fear, that Dennis murmurs in reply, voice barely audible above the juddering clock and immolating dartboard, ‘Yeah. Yeah, you’re the only devil. I, I, I can see that now. And this place is the only Hell’ . . . this place, just down the road from where everyone lives . . . this place, where somebody admired and trusted turns out to be guilty of monstrosity . . .

the enemy of joy glances around to take in the on-fire interior of the Good Samaritan, and corrects Dennis’s perfectly understandable mistake, saying, ‘What? Here? Good Lord, no. No, this isn’t Hell, but rather its convivial reception area’ . . . the devil gestures to a nearby section of the septic lino which becomes first milky and opaque, then clears and crystallises to a floor of polished glass . . . taking another sip of brandy, he remarks, ‘What’s underneath, however, now that’s Hell’ . . .

clutching the table’s edge to counteract his sudden vertigo, Dennis’s first thought is that this is what Swedenborg must have seen on this spot, getting on two hundred years ago . . . his second is too incoherent to be called a thought . . . below, the flaring terraces fall endlessly away in an enormous chasm that can only be a borehole to earth’s molten centre . . . ruby-lighted from beneath, the cavern’s rock walls are striated by dark sediments pressed from untold millennia, briefly illuminated by the towering gouts of flame erupted from those railed, hand-carved tiers, Dante’s rings imagined as immense, encircling balconies descending into the inferno’s mile-wide throat . . . on these furnace plateaus, amongst the sizzling damned, are imps and incubi that crawl like huge black beetles, slither like vermillion centipedes or prance as naked men who have the heads of foaming, frightened horses . . . choral screeches rise with the hot air from those souls not yet too dismembered or exhausted . . . all conceivable atrocity is here enacted as a catalogue of harm that is obsessive in its need to be complete, with questionless interrogations that are never over, thumbscrews that can always be a little tighter in a bottomless eternity of smoke and sobs and shearing sparks . . . the devil waves his hand, undoes his previous gesture, and the nauseating lino makes a welcome reappearance to obscure Dennis’s vision of unending pain . . . the taker of the hindmost grimaces dismissively, explaining, ‘As you see, subsidence is a major drawback of the property. What with these rotting floorboards, if Malgabarath or Hulpec should get any fatter, they’ll fall through and plummet all the way into the magma’ . . . off behind the bar, Shirley and Frank snicker appreciatively at this insult . . .

having seen enough, having in fact seen far too much, Dennis stands up unsteadily from the annoying chair and blurts his improvised apologies, ‘I, I, I’ve got to go. Thank you for talking to me. You, you, you’ve been very helpful’ . . . the lord of misfortune’s waxed moustache tips lift into an understanding smile, there is a slight nod of acknowledgement, and Dennis finds that he is backing from the table as if it were now a Gila monster . . . standing by throughout this in his partly melted waterproof and air of deep resent, Soames stares at his retreating visitor beseechingly, his hopeless eyes betrayed and inconsolable . . . voice quavering, the condemned poet calls out, ‘But you will come back? You can’t imagine how I suffer here, an aesthete in this horribly common place’ . . . issuing non-committal grunts, Dennis continues his retreat towards the Good Samaritan’s inadequately lubricated entrance, passing as he does by the charred bar where Hulpec and Malgabarath appear now reconciled after their earlier spat . . . the pair stand pressed together in an inappropriately torrid kiss, Frank’s liver-spotted hands kneading his partner’s doughy buttocks, his prehensile tongue plunged deep in Shirley’s gory maw . . . across the room, the devil reassures the bereft Soames, in a stage whisper that is clearly audible to doorknob-fumbling Dennis, saying, ‘Oh, don’t worry. He’ll be back. He’s murdered somebody’ . . .

and with a closing shriek from the front door, Dennis is stumbling terrified past the damp carton of abandoned hopes, accelerating to a frantic blur across the flagstones with their seams of steaming moss, there being no good reason why one shouldn’t run from Hell . . . a shivering saccade, he smears past the Whitechapel hospital’s disfigured twin, its upper storeys teased to a colossal sport of nature, abject, with balloon-brow tilted back in anguished contemplation of the teeming stars . . . out of Eternal Turner Street he roars, cascading down a fluctuating high street on through Nightchapel and into Spatterfields, where Hawksmoor’s osseous Christchurch rises as a butcher’s shop assembly of titanic bone . . . speeding between the ghosts and premonitions haggling in the marketplace, he races back up the defile of Spiteful Lane to where the house fronts are made out of braided blades and, roughly twice a minute, the same unseen woman issues the same awful scream . . . careering to a halt before the row of coffin doors, the pimp of everything’s last words chiming like icicles inside Dennis’s Brylcreemed head, he shoves against the beetle-bored wood of the central casket, and then

he was blundering out through the ironmonger’s rack of slate and chalk promotions on to chucking-out-time Bishopsgate, just as one of the revellers down the way dropped all his loose change so that he and his friends were examining the pavement, while a courting couple further up chose that specific moment to point in amazement at an aeroplane. All the way home to Aldgate, he found himself trying to become an instantaneous streak of motion but, frustratingly, still had to walk. Back at the flat, sunk in his armchair, picking absently at a remaining scrap of electrician’s tape, the shuddering began and didn’t stop for a good hour. What had the devil meant by his aside? Had Dennis been condemned to that unutterable front bar, with bottomless canyons of flame under its grim linoleum, for killing Clive? And more immediately, what was to be done about Prince Monolulu?

Although neither of these matters were in any way resolved when Dennis went around to Grace’s place that Sunday evening after, things between the two of them were much improved. Excitedly, Grace told him she’d picked up a lead on David Litvinoff – apparently sighted in Fleet Street on more than a few occasions recently – and with the hunt back on, it seemed that so was their relationship. They ate ham sandwiches and kissed, then, opening the walnut doors on Grace’s rented television, they watched Sooty and The Brains Trust, both agreeing that they didn’t trust the bear glove puppet on account of his incessant whispering, both laughing at Professor Joad commencing every answer with, ‘It all depends on what you mean by . . .’ Later, when he asked her if she fancied sex, she studied him down her perfectly fashioned nose and answered, ‘Well, it all depends on what you mean by sex,’ though as it turned out she was open to a reasonably broad interpretation.

Afterwards, while Grace was sleeping, Dennis stared into the dark and thought about damnation. He supposed it shouldn’t come as a surprise, but the two very worst things about Hell were, firstly, that it wasn’t off the peg but rather made to measure, tailored to the individual, inside-leg intimate and personal. And secondly, it was so near; always and only a few streets away.

‘I bet this must feel like your birthday. Better than your birthday. Now there’s just the one of you.’

‘I don’t know how I feel. Nothing to do with you, I don’t suppose, him getting sent down?’

‘Brought it on himself, big lad, knocking around with gobby cunts like Danny Shay, with little shitbags who like throwing other people’s weight about. So now he’s off in Wandsworth, like what you were. I think there’s a poetry to that. A thrilling poetry, with brutal verbs.’

‘How do you mean, like?’

‘You know what I mean, and don’t you tell me different. I mean London under one boot. I mean Al Capone, with teeth and claret in the gutters. Sabres and machine guns, big lad. Everything we’ve talked about, except with wounds instead of words.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I like the sound of that.’

‘I knew you would. Too big for round here, you are. Anyway, the East End, nowadays, that’s not where it’s all happening, is it? Not with all the rent rackets, the gambling and the tarts, the stuff what makes the money. That’s all gone west, that has, out to Paddington and Notting Hill. That’s where you want to be, showing old baldy Rachman who’s the top dog. An upsetting string of incidents somewhere like that would capture his attention, I should think. With Bossy Boots off doing eighteen months, you never know – for you, this might be an idyllic summer, big lad.’

‘So, like, what are you suggesting?’

‘I’m suggesting nothing. Not my place. It’s you who’s colonel, after all. No, all I’m saying is that sometimes, if you think about it, the right course of action will suggest itself.’

It was the brink of June when Dennis finally accepted there was nothing for it but to visit Monolulu. Everything was going well with him and Grace just lately, so it wasn’t that. They still hadn’t located Litvinoff, but they were getting closer: Dennis had asked Tolerable John to keep an eye out for the far too clever guttershark in Fleet Street, and also enquired if John could find out anything relating to developments in former Cripplegate, on the off chance that it might shed some light on what the Barebones had been doing there. This last point had become more of an issue during recent weeks, as Maurice Calendar explained between mouthfuls of chocolate children.

‘Cromwell wants a first-strike policy on Broadstair and the Barebones, and he’s winning people over, or at least their heads. His latest convert’s Thomas Cromwell, siding naturally with his descendant, I suppose, and Thomas More is wobbling, literally. They only need another vote or two, and Ironsides will get the civil war I think he’s after so he can relive his glory days. It’s mutually assured destruction, comrades, if he has his way. It’s otherworld war three.’

The lumber room of the John Snow came more and more to feel like a leftover command bunker from a war in fact concluded several decades earlier, where there was never any news from the front line, and where the model tanks could not be usefully prodded across their tabletop for all the Five Boys wrappers in the way. On Grace and Dennis’s most recent visit, Maurice had been swollen to the point where his distended duffle coat was straining at its toggles, wheezing and dejected in a nest of shredded silver paper. Ironfoot Jack continued with his corpse apprenticeship as cheerfully as he could manage in those circumstances, and the only major difference to the much-encumbered back room was the relatively nicely turned out older lady with Commotion Venables, whom neither Grace nor Dennis recognised until she started coughing and called former treasury official Enoch Powell a cunt-faced little cough cough cough cough jobsworth. If the two of them hadn’t been so acquainted with the Great When, bottled heads, slime parliaments and rutting signifiers, they’d have called the change in Coffin Ada eerie: while her new clothes weren’t in any way outstanding, they were clothes rather than bedwear; it was the first time that Dennis could remember seeing her in shoes; and, most astonishingly, someone had attempted to do something about Ada’s hair. It hadn’t worked entirely, but the fact that anyone had made a start seemed not far off miraculous. He wondered what hairdressing apparatus would be needed for a job like that. Chisels? Pneumatic drills?

With this refurbished ruin to one side, then, things in the John Snow’s rear room proceeded much as normal, and the one unstable element was Dennis. He’d not mentioned his infernal trip to anyone, despite its bearing on the Button Dainty case, because it implicated Ras Prince Monolulu in a breach, the other London’s most severely punished and, possibly, only crime. If Lewisham book dealer Teddy Wilson was turned outside-in for merely trying to get rid of Soames’s Fungoids, what penalty would be visited on one who’d for some reason smuggled it into the short world in the first place? Dennis, having rather liked the gaudy tipster, didn’t want to throw him to the mercy of by-definition heartless City Heads, or at least not before he’d had a chance to hear the old fraud’s own account from, as it were, the horse’s mouth. To this end, he’d contrived in conversation with Jack Neave to casually and for no special reason ask if Jack heard anything from Monolulu these days, and the lying-in-state monarch of bohemia replied, just as offhandedly, that the last he knew, the faux Abyssinian was living with his current wife somewhere near Cruikshank Street in Finsbury.

The chilly doorstep milk bottles of spring were warming their way to a curdled summer, with Macmillan planning to take his moustache to Washington, where it would confer with Ike’s crew cut on the still-unsettled matter of Berlin. Dame Margot Fonteyn was released from jail in Panama after suspicions of her helping plan a coup to topple President Ernesto de la Guardia were dismissed, and a firecracker string of violence and destruction crackled, unexplained, through London’s gangland, largely centring on Paddington. And on the long and balmy evening of May 30th – another Saturday, meaning that Grace would be at work and didn’t have to know about it – Dennis struck out with a heavy heart for Finsbury, trudging doleful through the pink-white drifts of blossom, feeling worryingly like a big game hunter, pitilessly tracking down the last of a near-extinct species.

Luckily for Dennis, although almost vanished into fossil archaeology, thanks to its vivid plumage and distinctive raucous call, the disappearing breed was far from difficult to find, this last fact possibly not unconnected to the strain’s endangered status. After no more than a couple of enquiries made to shirtsleeve summer strollers, Dennis found himself directed to a two-up, two-down council house in Cruikshank Street, somewhat dilapidated but of sturdy mid-Victorian workmanship and built to last. The flaking sage-green front door had no knocker, with a letterbox set too low down to clack, though after a few moments, his bare-knuckle rapping was grudgingly answered by a pretty but exhausted woman who looked to be in her early fifties, having a sweet dumpling body and a mane of black hair that she hadn’t found the time to brush. She gazed up apprehensively at the much taller Dennis through her big crow-trodden eyes and ventured, with a faintly Kentish lilt, a cautious ‘Yes?’

She had the air of one accustomed to repelling creditors, and Dennis’s attempts to reassure her that he was in fact an old and trusted friend of Monolulu’s seemed to be accomplishing the exact opposite. Her eyelids narrowed in suspicion, as if mimicking the door that she was slowly pushing closed while Dennis stammered frantically through the remaining gap, when into the hallway behind her stepped the abdicated prince himself, albeit in plain clothes and posing as a commoner. Without his rainbow ostrich feathers, the pretended Abyssinian royalty stood not far short of Dennis’s six-two, but seemed in some way smaller than when they’d last met, as if he had turned down his aura to restrain the dazzle of his previous persona. Talisman-embroidered robes had been replaced by black and baggy trousers with a white shirt, seasonally open at its collar, sleeves rolled up, the uniform of British working men at home upon a warm Saturday night. Still a good-looking man, the famous racing forecaster must, Dennis thought, be by now in his seventies, with snow-and-cinders hair and the dark burnish of his skin becoming scuffed and grey in places. Entering the sunset passageway to find his younger white wife trying to shut the door on Dennis Knuckleyard, Prince Monolulu’s face was for a moment cold and dead, as if punched in the heart. His eyes met Dennis’s and instantly conveyed that Dennis was emphatically not wanted in his life, his home, his hallway, talking to his missus, raking up his papered-over past. This icy flash of something very much like loathing was stretched taut across two or three seconds before being swiftly covered by the great performer’s trademark toothy grin. And just like that, the Epsom emperor was back.

‘Whoh-hoh-hoh-hoh! If it is not my great friend Mr Knuckleyard! Rose, my beloved, let me introduce you to this fine young gentleman, who no doubt seeks my excellent advice that he has found so profitable in the past! Dennis, this beautiful and patient woman is my dear wife Rose, who I am sure has more important matters to attend than her infuriating husband and his ne’er-do-well associates. Whoh-hoh-hoh-hoh! Let us retire to my front room, that she may be about her business.’

Looking worn out by her spouse’s constant barrage of enthusiasm, Rose regarded Dennis, plainly unconvinced, and finally she shrugged. ‘Look, Lulu, I’ve got all that ironing still to do, so if you and your friend here could conclude your chat before I come in there to watch my bit of telly, I’d be grateful. Very nice to meet you, Dennis.’ With this, which he thought perhaps implied that meeting him had not been very nice at all, Rose went resignedly back to her living room while her still-beaming husband clapped an over-firm comradely hand on one of Dennis’s coat-hanger shoulders, steering him into a front room where a television muttered punchlines and canned laughter in one corner, and where all the sunshine bled from Monolulu’s face the moment that he’d closed the door.

‘What are you doing here? Dennis, you are not wanted. Though I do not wish to, I must ask you to fuck off. I seek no more of you or of the dreadful place you stand for. Please, leave me alone.’

The racetrack oracle’s stentorian bellow was now gone, with, in its place, a low and urgent hiss, nearly a whisper. Pub-piano ivory, his eyes darted at intervals to the front room’s rear wall, as if he was afraid that Rose might hear above the steamy trundle of her ironing. Feeling uncomfortable about the whole exchange, Dennis attempted to state his position.

‘I know how you feel. I’d been avoiding everybody, too, but then it dragged me back in and I didn’t have a choice. See, what it was, the City Heads were worried about—’

Glaringly angrily, the potentate of an imagined Africa bent forward and turned up the television’s volume knob a notch or two. Frowning, he gave a curt nod to the sagging horsehair sofa that stood opposite the small screen’s dancing monochrome, and he and Dennis sat to hold their grim discussion amid inappropriate bursts of audience hilarity. The Ras Prince was infuriated and insistent.

‘No! No, you do not know how I feel. You do not know that I am almost sick with fear when I remember that unmentionable place. You do not know that every morning, when I wake beside my wife, my first thoughts are of death, my death, to be occasioned by black magic in that damnable cat’s well-informed opinion. If you knew how I felt, you would not come here seeking my help, or hoping to persuade me back into that shining horror, where I vow to never tread again.’

Pained and unhappy, Dennis shook his quiff in what was meant to look like reassurance.

‘That’s not what I’ve come for. No one’s trying to get you to do something or go anywhere and, for that matter, no one else knows that I’m here. All I want is to ask a question, then I’ll piss off and you’ll never hear from me again, I promise. I’m not here to bring you any trouble.’

Although marginally mollified by this entreaty, Monolulu grimaced and refused it.

‘Dennis, I apologise to you for my bad temper, for I know you do not mean me any harm. But if you knew how difficult it is for me to even speak upon that subject, most especially now I am old and not the man I was, you would not force me to. You see in me a regent in decline.’

Dennis asked Monolulu what he meant, receiving in reply a rueful smile.

‘Much like your Commonwealth, my kingdom steadily diminishes. I still make my appearances, of course, though these days they will often be in other cities, other towns. I will confess, I do not feel so much at ease in London here as once I did.’

Nodding in sympathy, Dennis surveyed the front room while the sky graded from pink to mauve out through the undrawn curtains. Seated now and slightly more at ease, he noticed telling details overlooked on his arrival: from a hanger hooked on to the picture rail depended Monolulu’s full regalia, the waistcoat and the robes adorned with stars, moons, shamrocks, horseshoes in a punishing monsoon of luck, while on the stained wood of the mantelpiece there stood a decorative vase containing the dyed plumes that were still the flamboyant tipster’s signature headwear. Returning his attention to the miserable man beside him on the rustling couch, Dennis asked gently why that was; why he’d grown distant from a place he’d been so much a part of. Monolulu sighed.

‘If I were to be honest, I am in two minds about these Caribbean immigrants. Upon the one hand, I am glad for them to be here, where they are no less deserving of this country’s bounty than myself. But, on the other hand, their presence makes it hard for one in my unlikely circumstances.’ As the studio audience clapped and laughed at his admission, he went on. ‘You will not have suspected this, but I am not the man I seem. I am not royalty, I am not Abyssinian, and my name is not even Monolulu.’ Dennis raised his eyebrows with what he hoped was the right degree of feigned surprise, and the turf visionary continued. ‘I was born Peter McKay on St Croix, in what I believe are now the Virgin Islands. Monolulu was a noisy posture contrived to beguile the white people of Europe and America, although of late I find him much subdued. His African pretence seems fawning, acted out before a growing audience of West Indians, while to his lighter customers, he is perhaps no longer quite the novelty he was. I’m tired, Dennis. Ask your question and be gone.’

Clearing his throat, Dennis leaned forward, talking in a whisper without really knowing why.

‘I’ll make it quick. One of the other London’s creatures has gone missing, an unpleasant dwarf called Button Dainty. He was last seen entering the Great When to investigate the source of that breached Enoch Soames book, Fungoids. This was sometime in the thirties.’

Monolulu had grown very quiet. Affecting not to notice, Dennis stumbled on with his account despite a drying mouth and quickening pulse. The older man stared at him, hazel eyes unreadable.

‘So anyway, someone suggested I ask Enoch Soames himself if he knew anything about it. Since Max Beerbohm had left Soames in Hell, I thought I’d pay a visit to the Good—’

Suddenly ashen, Monolulu held up one trembling palm, as though surrendering, and Dennis’s uneasy monologue died on his lips.

‘I do not think we need continue, Dennis. We are both aware, it seems, of where this sorry tale is headed, and the nature of your question, to which I must answer yes. Yes, I committed the offence that you suspect me of. I introduced the Soames book to a world that it was never meant for, and unholy things occurred in consequence. My plea is guilty, and I only ask that Rose be spared the truth of what must surely now befall me.’

Out beyond the open curtains, Finsbury was turning navy blue. The television roared its mirth, the ostrich feathers shivered in their vase, and Dennis realised that his erstwhile colleague now expected to be led away and either put to death or put to something unimaginably worse.

‘No, no, that isn’t . . . that’s not what I’m here for, Monolulu, honestly it’s not. And I don’t plan on telling anybody what went on – I can’t stand that place any more than you can. All I want is to find out what happened, what you did, and what it was that made you do it. That would really help me out.’

The ageing prince of hoofbeats held Dennis’s gaze for long, uncomfortable seconds and then wearily exhaled, looking away into the swirling curlicues of an elaborate front-room carpet.

‘It was many, many years ago, in the Great War, when I unfortunately found myself amongst the coloured gentlemen contained in one of Germany’s internment camps, Ruhleben, built upon a former racetrack. While there, I bunked down with an old railway stoker who, as I did, hailed from London. It was he who told me of the city’s hidden lengths and also told me how to get there. With war’s end and my return to Blighty, I was able to make my own entry to those further territories, which, as you might well imagine, came to me as a considerable surprise.

‘In that place, I first met the entity known as the Inferred Saracen, who conveyed much to me although they do not speak. Next, I was introduced to one more talkative but who, to me, seemed also more intimidating. You may have not yet encountered her. Her name is Slenderhorse.’

Inside, Dennis was covering his face and moaning, but externally he only nodded and acknowledged that, yes, he had heard about her. Monolulu went on with his story, unenthusiastically.

‘I will admit I fled at my first sight of her and the horse skeleton she rides on, but before I did, she told me something that turned out to name the winner of the 1920 Epsom Derby. For a short while I was a rich man, but even then I feared a time might come when I would be expected to return the favour and, in this at least, I was correct. I woke one morning, years thereafter, to find horse teeth underneath my pillow, which I took to be a summons. I returned to Highbury and entered in the way I had before, and there the horsewoman informed me of my task: I was to visit Hell and bring that wretched book away with me, transporting it to our own London and, eventually, into the hands of a young schoolmistress from Blackheath by the name of Mavis Sharp. Wisely, she passed it on to Teddy Wilson, the book dealer who was later, as you know, discovered inside out. And when I understood what I had done, I could tell no one of the crime that Slenderhorse had led me to commit, lest I myself should be disposed of in a similarly unattractive way.’

Frost patterns creeping up his spine, Dennis knew just what Monolulu meant. Whatever her intentions, this was clearly how Slenderhorse operated, leaving those that she’d manipulated isolated, silenced by their own incrimination. Trying to take on board this disturbing insight, Dennis nevertheless thought to ask about the one remaining detail he still didn’t have entirely straight.

‘So, when this little monster found out it was you behind the breach, did you get visited?’

The tipster shuddered. ‘Thankfully, I did not. The equestrian informed me that she’d intercepted the small murderer you speak of, and in some way had persuaded him to let me be, while also keeping what he’d gathered from the devil to himself. She is a powerful creature, Dennis, and has influence in many places. If you meet her, I’d advise you have nothing to do with her.’

Inwardly curling to a foetal posture, Dennis promised that he wouldn’t before blurting nervously, ‘So, so, so what is she, exactly? What, what, what is Slenderhorse?’ All he knew was what Gog had told him.

Monolulu gestured hopelessly.

‘I have no certain answer to that question, but have heard some stories. It is said that she was once a Roman goddess called Epona, deity of death and horse racing from whose name our word pony is derived, the handkerchief to start a horse race in her one hand and the key to death’s great mystery in the other. Through the Roman occupation, she was worshipped by the Gallic cavalry ensconced on Highbury Hill, and that is where she is most often to be found. The entrance, I was told by an unusual old woman in the Seven Sisters Road, is up in Highbury Fields, and if you need to go there, I shall write down the instructions, though I would advise against it. When you ask, “what is she?”, I must tell you that before all other things, she is a gambler. I do not know what she is gambling on, but sense that it is more than just a harmless flutter. For a gambler, Dennis, winning, losing, these are not the point, which, rather, is the thrill of risk itself.’

With this last comment, Monolulu took his visitor’s thin wrist and gripped it tight, as if to underline that Dennis should remember the track prophet’s words and understand their crucial import, which of course he did, although not for some decades. He thanked Monolulu for his time and got him to provide the details of the Great When’s entranceway in Highbury Fields, reiterating that what they’d discussed would go no further than the two of them. Out on the doorstep they shook hands, they wished each other luck, and Dennis said to pass apologies to Rose for having interrupted their quiet evening in. As it transpired, this was the last time Dennis was to meet that fascinating man.

He walked home under a May sky still barely dark enough for stars, down Goswell Street to London Wall and Houndsditch, turning over in his mind these dangerously sharp new angles on his blunt predicament. Exactly how had Button Dainty been dissuaded from implacably pursuing Monolulu? As for Slenderhorse, what was she doing? Was she putting in a fix of some sort? Just how many of the strings here was she pulling, and how long had she been pulling them? The only thing he knew with dismal certainty was that this meant he’d have to visit her, which meant he’d be obliged to give back her increasingly important-sounding key.

Which meant Joe Meek.
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A Funny Night Out

Summer, as usual, came as a surprise, a Wizard of Oz shift where everything was suddenly in colour. Women overnight had knees and shoulders, and ice-lolly wrappers overflowed the litter bins with wasps in fractious orbit. June swanned forth to an accompaniment of bombsite labourers in sweaty vests, self-governance in Singapore, and on the Monday after he got back from Hell, Dennis and Grace flung wide her television’s walnut doors to watch the BBC’s new pop music tribunal – Juke Box Jury – in the nude. Its host, radio’s David Jacobs, head as smooth as his delivery, greeted each voted hit and miss, respectively, with the bright ding of a hotel-reception bell or vulgar honk of a car hooter, looking up to camera now and then and smirking as if at his viewing public’s state of undress. Both of these agreed the show was pleasant, if not as involving as the previously aired and more rock ’n’ roll-oriented Six-Five Special, although, to be fair, they’d generally kept their clothes on for that.

All told, it was a quirky month. The long-awaited hovercraft made its first Calais–Dover crossing in a touch over two hours, and Grace said that she’d read how hovercrafts were an invention of Emanuel Swedenborg back in his engineering days, before becoming first a mystic, then the top eleven inches of a mystic. She also reported Swedenborg as saying that the vehicle would never be a viable commercial proposition, to which Dennis had replied that it just showed how far wide of the mark the elderly head’s prophecies could be. Perhaps his visions of Arcana at each other’s throats and walking neighbourhoods were as misplaced as his predictions of the vessel lacking economic feasibility had proved, or at least Dennis hoped that this might be the case. Elsewhere, Harold Macmillan chaired a secret cabinet committee and proposed government bunkers underneath the Cotswolds in the increasingly probable event of World War III. Of course, nobody in the John Snow’s lumber room was even distantly aware of this, but Maurice Calendar remarked that there had been a lot more of the fireball-headed Christmas Men in evidence on his last visit to the parallel metropolis, when he’d called in to see which way the Crown & Dolphin’s cranial debate was going.

The wrong way, apparently: lacking conclusive proof that Button Dainty was responsible for the impending breach, but with the certain knowledge that the Barebones and Broadstair were at least planning something that involved the short world, more and more of the assembled axe-fruit were persuaded to the Cromwell noggin’s martial point of view. The current plan, predictably put forward by the Fawkes gang, was for all-consuming conflagration under Worstminster that might boil Broadstair to an ugly stain, following which the creature’s fleshless co-conspirators could be picked off and dealt with one by one. Maurice – who, in addition to ballooning up, appeared to be developing some form of skin condition – seemed to have abandoned all hope of avoiding this appalling outcome and found consolation only in the company of his five moody juveniles. Jack Neave, meanwhile, continued with his stationary trek towards mortality, but was perhaps finding it harder by the day to see its funny side – there was the sense that Ironfoot had wanted, more than anything, to go out with a bang or else a clang, not with the whimper of a final inconclusive fart. Against this backdrop of defeat and disappointment, Coffin Ada Benson’s startling transformation carried on unchecked. Her hair had now been hewn into a shape one might expect to find atop a human body, she wore clip-on earrings, and there may have even been a whiff of perfume. Dennis didn’t want to think about it.

But that only left the near impossibility of getting Slenderhorse’s key back from Joe Meek, and Dennis didn’t want to think about that, either. So, he spent what time he could with Grace, he wrote of lecherous lift operators in between-floors dalliances, and sought work with the New Musical Express, or anywhere, that might end his encounters with Denise in the QT reception area. The last time he’d been in there, she’d contrived to accidentally touch his hand and then smiled knowingly, though what she thought that she was knowing, Dennis didn’t know. The warm weeks hurtled by as painted merry-go-round horses, bringing flies that bloomed like flowers into something plumper and more iridescent, bringing the release of Soviet nuclear spy Klaus Fuchs from Wakefield prison to a new life in East Germany, and, near to month’s end, at last, bringing word of David Litvinoff.

This was transmitted via the medium of Tolerable John McAllister on one of Dennis’s approximately weekly visits to Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese. The occupationally woebegone typewriter jockey was now settled back in as a senior journalist on the Daily Express, the paper that he’d worked on before jumping ship for Manchester, and, judging from their conversation through the front bar’s nicotinic cumulus, the newshound’s doleful eye was just as keen as ever.

‘I’d been told that he’d been peddling short articles he’d done, round the arse-end of Fleet Street, but I wasn’t hopeful.’ Pausing as if to allow the import of this uncharacteristic lapse in optimism to sink in, McAllister continued. ‘Then I heard about this very entertaining Jewish feller, flogging pep pills to reporters who were dropping in their tracks but had a pressing deadline, every Thursday up at the all-night café in Shoe Lane. I called in to have a look, and if it’s not your man, they must be turning dozens of them out on an assembly line. I had to buy a couple of his pills to make it look good, and I thought I’d try them, just to see what it was like. Fuck me. Never again. I spent the next two hours babbling rubbish to whoever couldn’t get away, then I went home and lay awake till five, babbling rubbish to myself. And this is what you young berks do for recreation.’

John had also heard the rumour of a rumour that someone associated with town planning might have hinted about revolutionary developments in what had formerly been Cripplegate, but stressed that as yet he had nothing concrete. Nothing jelly either, nothing even gaseous from the sound of it, but Dennis was still grateful for the tip-off with regard to Litvinoff and furnished the depressive chronicler of modern times with several pints of foaming thank you.

Thus it was that on the sunny Thursday evening of June 25th, with Grace fresh from her afternoon shift in a cream and strawberry summer dress to flaunt seasonal freckles on her arms, that she and Dennis took a walk down horrid memory lane to where they’d first met, on the brink of Ludgate Circus, getting on ten years before when both of them were teenagers. There was the lamppost that had functioned as her office back then, although it was currently unlit with sunset still another hour away. There were the tilting marker stones of St Bride’s churchyard, just across the street, where she’d first glimpsed the drifting phosphorescent gauze that she would come to know as Her Train, crinkling around her shoulders in a garden of gigantic flowers. And there, when they’d sauntered hand in hand across the street and up Shoe Lane to the all-night café, was David Litvinoff.

Even the veteran hustler’s seediness, his dandruff and his patently unlaundered clothes were somehow darkly charismatic. Litvinoff sat at a table by himself, up in the café’s furthest and most poorly lighted corner, hungry eyes stripping the information from a copy of the Times that somebody had left behind, nursing a most likely cold cup of black coffee while awaiting his exhausted, deadline-burdened customers. So confident was the back-alley eminence of this uninterrupted trade that Grace and Dennis could walk right up to where he was seated and, at least in Dennis’s case, be there towering over him when he looked up. Although the television-grey eyes never blinked, and any ticks or twitches of the creasing leather face were so restrained as to be imperceptible, it was still possible to read the lowlife impresario’s surprise, puzzlement, recognition, wary calculation, unease, and eventually even some species of embarrassment in the rapid contraction and dilation of his pupils’ pulsing ink. Litvinoff ran a pink tongue tip around his lips before he spoke.

‘Well, this is awkward. You’re not going to say how you located me, I don’t suppose?’

Glaring with anger, tossing back the gorgeous bloodbath of her hair, Grace scraped a chair up and sat down, with Dennis following after the briefest pause. She leaned forward aggressively across the table, eye to eye with their elusive prey and her tone far from summery.

‘We read it in our fucking tea leaves. We’re psychic investigators, in case you’d forgotten.’

Litvinoff looked to one side evasively, pursing his lips and briefly furrowing his brow.

‘Yes, I’ll admit that was unfortunate. I really can’t apologise enough.’ He didn’t look at all apologetic. ‘What it was, I had a bit of harmless fun, but it apparently rubbed Peter up the wrong way and then things got out of hand. He’s very jumpy at the moment, Peter is. He sees plots everywhere, so he thought you two might be one, and that I must be in on it. I’ve had to keep out of his road since then, so, as you see, in many ways, I’m just as much a wounded party in all this as you are.’

Grace shook her infuriated head. She wasn’t having that.

‘Not yet, you’re not. I don’t know if you saw the chap that your mate Peter sent round to the French, but that’s more what I think of as a wounded party. You’re still this side of intensive care.’

The studiedly impassive spieler didn’t blanch, but grew perhaps a paint-chip paler. Yes, he’d evidently either seen or heard about the luckless man in question, perhaps from a coroner’s report. Litvinoff gave a brief and grudging nod, acknowledging that Grace had a compelling argument.

‘I’ll grant you, that was quite impressive. What exactly happened? They said – the bloke who drove him over there, and him, when he’d recovered consciousness – they said you’d had a gang of half a dozen six-foot maulers waiting for them, but they didn’t say it with a great deal of conviction.’

Before she replied, Grace lit a Craven ‘A’ extracted from the packet in her handbag.

‘No, they wouldn’t do. It wasn’t any gang of bruisers who left Rachman’s boy near dead. It was a fifty-three-year-old handicapped woman, so you think about that, ay? You and your little “Doug and Daphne” stunt have put us to a lot of trouble when you think about it. In fact, me and Doug were saying that you ought to make it up to us in some way, weren’t we, Doug?’

Dennis gazed levelly at Litvinoff, quietly enjoying playing the intimidator rather than his more accustomed role as intimidatee.

‘You’re dead right, Daphne. That’s the very thing that we were saying.’

The accomplished troublemaker’s hailstone eyes swivelled in Dennis’s direction, to bestow a look of withering disinterest. ‘If you don’t mind, I was talking to the organ grinder.’ Litvinoff’s beady attention shifted back to Grace. ‘Look, this has all blown over. You’ll be having no more trouble out of Rachman, not after returning his employee to him in a carrier bag, and not with all the other worries that he has at present, like that spot of bother out at Paddington. I really don’t see why I should feel guilty or responsible to you over a prank that hasn’t really caused much actual harm.’

Flaring her nostrils, Grace expelled twin plumes of smoke with dragon elegance.

‘Oh, really? Then why have you been avoiding us? What’s kept you out of Soho?’

Litvinoff’s lip twitched in an almost involuntary sneer.

‘Don’t flatter yourself, dear. My absence from the Coach & Horses has got sweet fuck all to do with you. It’s just I’m currently having a disagreement with one of our most well-known contemporary art-cunts. Mentioning no names, of course, I like to think I’m more discreet than that, but actually it’s Lucian Freud. We’ve had a difficult relationship since he sashayed into his favourite club and noticed me, a complete stranger, ordering expensive cocktails on his bar tab. Then, last year, he did this picture of me that he called Portrait of a Procurer, which, although technically accurate, I couldn’t help but feel was rather hurtful. Anyway, I had a go at suing him, he changed his picture’s title to the much more charming Portrait of a Jew, and now, from what I hear, he wants to kill me. That’s why I’ve been steering clear of Soho, love. Not running into you was just a pleasant bonus.’

Tapping her cigarette into the ashtray, Grace pushed out her lower lip in an indifferent pout.

‘So, what you’re saying, you don’t think we should be compensated for your bit of fun. But sadly, we don’t see things that way. Neither does the fifty-three-year-old handicapped woman I was telling you about. She’s fucking livid. We’re of the opinion that what you should do is what you promised in the first place – namely, giving us a look at London’s underside, in case this . . . person that we’re looking for is hiding out down there. With your pissing about, you’ve cocked it all up for us in West London. What about the east? Something like that, that ought to clear your slate with us.’

The nasty-incident arranger cast his eyes down for a moment, scrutinising fingernails black as his coffee. Finally, he looked up, struggling to restrain a smirk.

‘You know what? Now I think about it, you two have done me a favour, and it’s only right I should do you one. There’s a pair of brothers who’ve got business in the East End pretty much sewn up between the two of them. I know them relatively well, although it’s Ron that I know best. He lets me call him boot-nose. Well, he doesn’t let me, but I do it anyway. I haven’t seen them for a while, so it might take some time, but what if I got you a peep at how they operate? No introductions that backfire, no funny business, just an opportunity for you to have a casual shufty. Does that suit you?’

Grace and Dennis looked at one another for a moment, before Grace turned back to Litvinoff.

‘How long is “some time”?’

Meeting her eyes with an unaffected gaze that even looked like it might be in earnest, the seamy entrepreneur spoke levelly, without his usual insinuating, camp inflection.

‘If I can arrange it earlier, I will, but, to be honest, it might be a month or two.’

His lava-haired interrogator thought about this, then fixed him with a hard emerald eye.

‘Alright. But, so you know, if we’ve not heard from you before the end of August, we’ll be finding you again, and next time we’ll be bringing our quiet friend. Does that sound reasonable?’

Looking bored again, Litvinoff sniffed. ‘Yes, I suppose so. Now, unless there’s other business, is there any chance of you two leaving me alone? I’ve noticed three or four of my regular customers get to the café door, before mistaking you for plain-clothes officers and fucking off again.’

They were just getting up to go when Dennis, possibly still stinging from Litvinoff’s implication that he was an organ grinder’s monkey, suddenly recalled some other business.

‘What did you mean when you said that we’d done you a favour?’

The performer’s smirk was back, now broad and unrestrained.

‘I was just acknowledging that you’d been very helpful, giving me the low-down on this other place. After I’d set you up with Rachman, I had one of my associates in Notting Hill keeping his eye out for the pair of you. He saw you entering the railed-off bit in Powis Square – said you were with another chap – but when he checked five minutes later, you weren’t there. My colleague hung about for getting on an hour, and then, as if by magic, Izzy Wizzy, Let’s Get Busy, there you were again.’

Dennis’s and Grace’s countenances fell in unison, a pair of scheduled demolitions. They stood welded to the spot beside their still-warm seats, staring at the unnerving threat-artist, their eyes wide and mouths wider. Litvinoff leaned back with satisfaction in his chair, clearly delighted.

‘Honestly, your faces! Look, don’t worry about me. I shan’t be telling anybody else, and you can bet your life I won’t be going in there. I saw what it did to my half-brother Manny, and got the impression that this other place can fuck you up if you don’t watch it. Then, of course, there’s you two. Obviously, he’s worse’ – Litvinoff nodded towards Dennis while addressing Grace – ‘but even you, you’re not the full two bob, love, are you? It’s a sort of distance you’ve got in your eyes, the same as him, like you’ve been somewhere very, very far away indeed. So, no, you needn’t fret that I’ll be interfering with whatever racket you’ve got going. I can see a number of rewarding possibilities just knowing that it’s there. Now, why don’t you two run along, and leave me to pursue gainful employment? You’ll be hearing from me in the next two months, or you can set your killer cripple on me, as per our agreement. Come on, off you trot. This Dexedrine loses its potency across the years.’

And that was that. They stumbled from the all-night café’s all-night gloom into Shoe Lane’s surprising sunlight, unexpected as on an afternoon’s visit to the pictures, both reeling from Litvinoff, his personality and his concussive conversation. Neither of them found their voices until they were halfway down New Bridge Street, heading by unspoken mutual consent towards the river and an evening stroll, east through the stretching shadows, back to Spitalfields or maybe Aldgate. When they managed to talk, it was predictably about the shady operator and how big a threat he represented to the higher world’s security, and therefore their own personal security. Reluctantly agreeing that their best bet was not telling anyone and hoping for the best, they went on hand in hand beside the iron surge of the Thames and anxiously discussed what Litvinoff had said about there being something slightly and yet noticeably strange about the two of them. They finally concluded that there wasn’t, since if you were undergoing changes to your mind and personality, then surely you would be the first to notice, wouldn’t you? And thus relieved, they headed home past an embarrassment of mighty bridges – Blackfriars, Southwark, London, Tower – with the sky at their backs a glorious soup of peach and gold, wandering on towards the east where, overhead, a lapis trailer for the coming dark was showing.

When he totted it up later on an envelope, Dennis discovered he’d procrastinated longer over visiting Joe Meek than he had with his trip to Hell. July had sweltered by in a short skirt made out of deckchairs and rude seaside postcards, hordes of kids released from school for good behaviour scrapping and shrieking in her wake. In Parliament, the killings at the Hola Camp in Kenya were discussed, with gimlet-eyed backbencher Enoch Powell denouncing the authorities responsible, while out of Norwich came reports of a new postal system that was being tried out, with numbers and letters after everyone’s address, which, Dennis and Grace agreed, sounded a bit George Orwell, although neither could articulate exactly why. Despite the heat, the couple had their clothes on for their by-now-customary glance at Juke Box Jury on the early evening of Monday the 13th, but Grace capered so enthusiastically to a new record from Cliff Richard and the Drifters – ‘Living Doll’ by Lionel Bart, inventing dance moves of stiff angularity which rendered Dennis awestruck by her terpsichorean skills – that both of them were naked before David Jacobs’s tribunal of celebrities had handed in its verdict, and recalled no strong opinions of the other discs that featured on the show thereafter.

Weeks passed, measured in Ironfoot Jack’s limping advance upon finality, and Coffin Ada’s stealthy transmutation into someone else, somebody who seemed relatively decent and respectable provided she did not open her dentally refurbished mouth, whereupon was unleashed the same torrent of hate and mucous there had ever been. Maurice continued to inflate as the psoriasis progressed, his cheeks and forehead flaking in a steady wedding of disheartening confetti. He would still make his excursions to the otherworldly Crown & Dolphin, though with his increasing girth and his shortness of breath, it wasn’t clear how he accomplished this. The news that Calendar brought back concerning the discourse between the heads was always bad and, from the way it sounded, getting worse. According to Maurice, despite the various royal craniums’ traditional and understandable dislike for Cromwell, many found Broadstair to be on balance the more loathsome of the two, with both Boleyn and Howard coming gradually to the opinion that the many-headed slime mould should be fried to bubbling extinction in the flaming wreckage of Pearly Lament. Either or both beheaded royal consorts, should they be persuaded to the more incendiary faction, would provide the tipping point that made a When-wide war inevitable. It became increasingly apparent that Maurice, like Neave, had given up. He’d evidently eaten his way through the other four emotions, and the only boy remaining was despair. The ruin of the higher world hung in a thick pall on the John Snow’s lumber room, and nobody, not even the perversely normal Ada, seemed inclined to blame this dire state of affairs on Dennis, save for, obviously, Dennis himself, who had more information.

With the fuse weeks burning down to their autumn explosion, unable to face his mounting guilt for something that he hadn’t done on top of his existing guilt for all the things he had, Dennis – a short while after lunch on Wednesday, July 29th, with Grace off dancing for the afternoon – affixed his courage to the sticking place, whatever that was, and called at Arundel Gardens in an almost certainly foredoomed attempt to introduce Joe Meek to something that resembled reason. Off in Westminster that day, Rab Butler’s Obscene Publications Act, intended to loosen the tight stays of Victorian prudery, was quietly passing into law, and yet the lazy summer streets of Notting Hill showed no pink indentations; no sign of that corset ever being there. Teenagers snogged on radiant corners while bare-legged women and bare-chested men sat on their front steps, laughing, calling playful greetings to each other. Eight-year-old boys chalked misspelled profanities on baking flagstones, or else perpetrated drawings which displayed only a speculative knowledge of anatomy. In all this saucy, sunlit idyll, only Dennis was accompanied by his own personal cumulonimbus of dismay and apprehension as he mounted the front steps of Meek’s address and pressed the bell.

The greatest pop producer of his time answered the door in just his Aertex vest and pants, plus navy socks and brandishing a Phillips screwdriver, which Dennis hadn’t been expecting, although he conceded that the day had been exceptionally hot. Meek’s bright, wet eyes regarded his visitor blankly for a moment, then he tipped his head back so that he could look at Dennis down his nose, folding his hairy arms across the perforated off-white of his chest, striking the pose of someone with integrity who stood their ground, a posture only undercut by some faint primrose staining on the underpants. He smiled triumphantly, a vindicated Caesar.

‘My, my, my! Look who it is. It’s Buddy Holly’s murderer, as good as, who’s come crawling back to beg for my forgiveness. I suppose you’d better come inside before the neighbours see you and think you’re a rent boy. Please excuse the clutter, but you’ve caught me at an awkward moment.’

None of this was turning out the way Dennis had thought it would. Inside, the hallway and ground floor were cavernous, with ceilings far too high to dust that trailed silvery parachutes of spider silk. Gesturing with his screwdriver, Meek led the way to an immense front room with desert-coloured curtains drawn against the sun, and cobra cables snoozing everywhere about its might-be-oriental carpet between great black boulders of equipment. Pointing to a cracked brown leather couch that hulked amid the wires with spilling tape spools propped against one end, the hit-maker appeared completely unaware that it was not the custom to receive guests in one’s underwear. As he sat down obediently, Dennis wondered if the chemically bewildered sound-magician perhaps thought that he was dreaming, one of those nocturnal episodes wherein public indecency is seemingly no longer a concern. Perching upon what Dennis took to be an amplifier and its cabinet, Meek picked up an unfathomable object from the floor and, with his screwdriver, quickly converted it to three unfathomable objects. He looked up at Dennis from beneath a glistening brow.

‘Although I’m pretty certain as I might be psychic, what they calls a natural sensitive, I don’t need my uncanny powers to tell me that you’re here about that bloody key o’ your’n. Well, come on, then, let’s hear what kind of fairy tale you’re going to try and fob me off with this time.’

Dennis fidgeted uncomfortably, as if there was another way to fidget.

‘Yes, you’re right, it’s, it’s, it’s, it’s about the key. I’ve got to see, you know, the individual that gave me it, to do with some important business, and they say they want it back. If, if, if possible.’

Joe Meek set down his screwdriver, then picked it up again and pointed it at Dennis.

‘Oh! Oh, do they now? Well, they can bloody whistle for it! I suppose this individual would be your woman friend who’s not a gypsy, would that be about the size of it, you lying bugger?’

What had been intended as a calm and rational negotiation really wasn’t going well. Running a nervous hand across his greased scalp, Dennis surreptitiously wiped off the surplus Brylcreem on the perished arm of Meek’s settee. He couldn’t think of anything to say that wasn’t likely ruinous.

‘Alright, I haven’t been entirely honest with you, I’ll admit, but that’s because this business is so bloody dangerous. It’s dangerous for me to tell you, and it’s dangerous for you to hear. Believe me, if I wasn’t desperate, I wouldn’t be here. I’d hoped not to meet you again, ever. No offence.’

The sultan of special effects was by now generating more unfathomable objects with his screwdriver, each smaller and more puzzling than the one before. He studied Dennis cautiously.

‘None taken. As for what’s too dangerous, I think I’ll be the judge of that. Why don’t you tell me what you dare, and I shall make my mind up in my own good time. Let’s hear about this woman, for a start. What is she, if she’s not a gypsy, then? You tell me that, you’re such a clever clogs.’

But Dennis couldn’t, not without risking another breach. Having no choice, he did his best.

‘Look, I can tell you in a roundabout way, but that’s all. This woman, who gave me the key and wants it back, it’s true she’s not a gypsy. She’s something a lot more frightening than that, and if she doesn’t get her key back, I don’t know what she might do. She’s, well, she’s very powerful.’

Other than Joe Meek’s Aertex-swaddled arse, the amplifier cabinet now bore a generous array of ever-dwindling bewilderments, and the sound artist was presumably now busily unscrewing molecules, reducing them to their component atoms. Looking up at Dennis, he snorted dismissively.

‘Oh, is she? Well, in the recording business I’m quite powerful myself, you can ask anybody. Tell you what, if this here woman wants her rotten key back, then why don’t you take me to where she lives, so that she can ask for it herself, and I can give it her? Can’t say fairer than that.’

And Dennis couldn’t say fairer than that, nor indeed anything at all. His mind and vocal cords were paralysed by a horrific vision of, first, taking Meek to where Slenderhorse lived and, second, letting the two random factors talk together. That must never happen. He back-pedalled frantically.

‘Yes, but, I mean, no, you see, that’s not . . . what it is, this woman, where she lives, it’s like she’s in a different world to you or me. You wouldn’t like it, honestly. Just going there, it does you harm, and as for talking to her, that, in my experience, that knackers up your life. No. No, I’m sorry, but there’s no way I can take you to her. That wouldn’t be safe for you, or me, or anybody. No.’

The tool-shed sonic scientist pretended to consider this. Dennis was troubled by the realisation that, over the last few minutes, he’d come to accept that the producer being in his underwear and socks was somehow normal. Finally, and rather smugly, Joe Meek smiled.

‘Well, then, you’re up shit creek in a barbed-wire canoe without a paddle, ’scuse my French, ’cause I’m not letting that key out my sight. If you’re so keen to take it back to her, then you’ll be taking me as well, and no two ways about it either, so you put that in your pipe and smoke it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m afraid I’ll have to show you out. I’m trying sound experiments this afternoon for this new LP what I’m doing, and you’re interrupting my creative processes, like whatshisname from Porlock who put Coleridge off his stroke with “Kubla Khan”, the rotten pig.’

Padding in slippery socks across the varnished floorboards of the hall, by turns polite and truculent, the underdressed viscount of vinyl led his guest through caverns measureless to man – or at least very roomy corridors – to his front door, all the while keeping up his amphetamine chatter.

‘Beg your pardon for the mess and that, but you’ll appreciate that round here’s not an ideal place to have a home recording studio. To be quite honest, if it weren’t for bloody Lional wanting to be near the Portobello Road, I’d not have looked twice at the place. And now he’s buggered off, and it’s Joe Soap here left with all the inconvenience. As soon as I can find another house, I’m off, and no mistake about it. Somewhere what don’t bottle up my creativity. Well, here we are.’

They’d reached the front door. Opening it on to the afternoon beyond, Meek stood there on the doorstep in his underclothes as if for an al fresco medical examination, uttering his curt farewells to Dennis while the school-free hooligans of Notting Hill watched wide-eyed from across the street.

‘You needn’t come back here until you’re ready to accept my generous ultimatum. And if I were you, I’d do something about that hair. Them kids over the road are giggling and pointing at it.’

On the buses back to Aldgate, Dennis sat there spindling his ticket, staring dumbstruck into empty space that looked a lot like his probable future. What chance did he have? He knew he had to get the key before he could see Slenderhorse and, just as certainly, knew that Joe Meek was never going to give it to him. What he’d have to do was stealthily break into Meek’s Arundel Gardens residence while the turntable wizard was asleep, and simply steal the key. Except that he’d be the first suspect and, besides, with all the pills that he was taking, who knew if Meek ever slept? Perhaps a better plan was to obtain a replica of the Arcanum’s ordinary-looking key and hope she wouldn’t notice, although, on the other hand, she was two thousand years old and a death goddess and who did he think he was kidding? Dennis clutched at straws until he had enough for a small scarecrow, fretting all the way home to Old Castle Street. He knew if he just thought about the problem long and hard enough, there’d be some elegant solution, some obvious answer that would make itself apparent.

But there wasn’t.

August hurried past, as summer days seemed bound to do, whereas their cold, dark counterparts were more inclined to take their time and loiter. Barclay’s Bank proudly announced that they had a computer, a new type of adding machine from the sound of it, but no one was entirely certain what it was or what it did. Towards month’s end, papers were running articles on the new Mini car that British Motors had come out with, fast and neatly compact, which made Dennis think this space age that the world was entering might not be quite as roomy as the name suggested. Or perhaps it might, but everybody would feel smaller by comparison. Exemplifying this, the thermonuclear tensions circling Berlin continued their uranium tingle, and on August 27th, reassuringly dull Dwight D. Eisenhower was due in London to discuss the matter with well-meaning leftover Edwardian, Harold Macmillan. Everything was full of opportunity and doom.

Around the middle of the month, still waiting nervously to hear from David Litvinoff, Dennis and Grace lightened their mood by going to the pictures to see I’m All Right Jack. Given that it featured the same Peter Sellers/Terry-Thomas pairing as the tepid Carlton Browne of the F.O., they had low expectations, in truth only there for the choc ice and heavy petting, but, as it turned out, it was a cracker. A deft satire on labour relations as they were at present, corrupt bosses – Thomas – wrangling with self-serving union leaders – Sellers – it was frank and funny in a way that neither Grace nor Dennis could remember seeing previously, and both agreed that this New British Realism should extend to comedy as well. It was engrossing, to the point where they weren’t even holding hands, though they’d made up for this when they got back to Grace’s.

In the lumber room of the John Snow, things went from worse, to worse still, to unbearable. When Dennis called in on the Friday after him and Grace saw I’m All Right Jack, he found the conspicuously not-alright Jack Neave asleep and Maurice Calendar slumped in a chair beside Ironfoot’s impromptu deathbed, munching through what looked like at least fifty boys and, seemingly, upon the verge of tears.

‘Dennis, I don’t know how to tell him. Look at him. He’s only hanging on until he’s seen this through, I know he is, but I can’t stick it out much longer. I’ve been trying to hold it off as best I can, but I’m pupating, Dennis. In another week, two at the most, I’ll have to hole up at my place in Snapping Beak Street for a while, so I can dissolve into someone else. Honestly, I don’t know what’s going on with me, I really don’t. That’s twice this decade this has happened. Ask me, it’s the radioactive steam we had escape from Windscale back in 1957. I just wish I didn’t have to leave this unresolved. You’re all doing your best, I know you are, and here’s me letting everybody down.’

If Dennis had been harbouring any doubts as to just what a cowardly and evasive worm he was, Maurice’s lachrymose confession was the confirmation letter. Everyone was suffering while he kept up his furtive dithering about Joe Meek. He patted Calendar’s great heaving shoulders, somehow getting chocolate on his hands, and mumbled that the fad-fritillary had done his best and shouldn’t blame himself, not going so far as to say he should be blaming Dennis. In a weak attempt to shift the subject on to something less distressing for the pair of them, he asked about the dog-eared paperback still jutting from the pocket of Maurice’s duffle coat, Jack Kerouac’s increasingly well-thought-of novel, On the Road. Had Maurice finished reading it? What did he think of the spontaneous bop prosody that everyone was making such a fuss about? Calendar blinked at him, and looked confused.

‘I can’t read. This is just part of my look this time, part of the outfit. I don’t even know if it comes out the pocket, or if it’s something that’s growing from me, like the glasses and the badges.’

Struggling to accept that Maurice’s accessories and clothing were some sort of decorative carapace, Dennis made his apologies and left before Ironfoot woke up, unsure if he could keep his gnawing guilt a secret from two of his friends at once. He hardly slept a wink that night, writhing upon the spike of his own perfidy, and with the next day being Saturday, the night Grace was at work, in the full knowledge that whatever plans he made would be the wrong ones, he gave himself up to fate and hopped aboard the bus for Notting Hill, to see the man who literally held the key.

This time, their interchange was more productive, partly because Meek was wearing trousers and partly because Dennis capitulated from the start: ‘Alright. You win. I’m going to this other place tonight, to see this woman, but it’s not a place, not really, and she’s not a woman. You guessed right about this being something supernatural, but it isn’t any kind of supernatural that you’ll have ever heard of or imagined. This kind can destroy you in ways no one’s been destroyed before, but you don’t want to hear that, so here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to see this, well, this entity tonight, and she is definitely going to want her key back. You won’t let me take it to her, so I’m going to let you come along, although if you tell anyone about it, we’re both dead or wishing that we were. I’m serious. If you don’t want to come tonight, I’ll go there on my own without the key, and when she asks, I’ll tell her that you’ve got it, and I’ll give her this address. So, what’s it going to be?’

What it was going to be was a surprisingly subdued Joe Meek, who spoke to Dennis in respectful, almost deferential tones, thanking him for this occult opportunity and promising that he’d behave himself. ‘Don’t worry, I shan’t show you up in front of the ethereal presences.’ The shift from manic to conciliatory was so distinct that Dennis wondered if the volatile producer simply needed to be talked to in a grown-up voice, then wondered if this meant that finally he had one. Dennis didn’t want to enter the Great When and didn’t want to do it with Joe Meek but, if he had to, then he didn’t want to go there until after dark. Having an hour or two to kill, Joe proved a gracious and attentive host, serving them up a pot of strong tea and a generous slice of Bakewell tart each, over which they had a genuinely interesting conversation about how modern recording techniques were stuck firmly in the past, and also on the relative indignities of growing up in Shoreditch or in Newent. After that, they climbed into Joe’s flashy Sunbeam Rapier, all red and white and modern like a Coca-Cola label, and roared off up Bishop’s Bridge Road bound for Highbury to meet a queen of death and fortune.

Not far up Holloway Road, Joe turned off to the left and found a place to park beside a scruffy recreation ground in the exotically named Madras Place. From there they walked downhill and crossed the road to Highbury Corner, where the Saturday night crowds were spilling from the tube station’s illuminated mouth. Joe looked about him as they went, beaming excitedly, a seven-year-old schoolboy on a visit to the zoo. ‘It’s nice here, isn’t it? Can’t say as I’ve been up this way before.’ Headlights and neon were electric make-up, smearing on his smooth-shaved cheeks and chin. They turned up into the less densely populated Highbury Place and then, when nobody was watching, slipped between those sentry trees securing the perimeter of blacked-out Highbury Fields. They got their socks and bottoms of their trouser legs wet wading through the cold night grass, shaggy and overgrown at summer’s finish, heading down towards a little block of toilets near the walled-off public lido at the dark expanse’s bottom end, with, over each of its two entrances, a single bulb that lit up just the gents’ or ladies’ sign and only managed to look feeble, lonely, and perhaps afraid. Meek was now frowning in perplexity, and starting to appear doubtful.

‘Hang on, these are public lavs. I thought as it’d be, like, an enchanted grotto what led to another world, and not some bog hole where there’s more than likely VD on the seats. If it turns out you’ve pulled my leg, or you’re an undercover copper wants to set me up for cottaging . . .’

Assuring Joe that this was not the case by pointing out that they’d be entering the ladies’ lavatory, and would at worst face lenient sentences as peeping Toms, Dennis first checked that the convenience was unoccupied, then shepherded the hesitant pop nonconformist through into the plip and echo of a dimly lit interior. It was the first time either of them had been in a women’s loo, and they remarked that it was cleaner and smelled nowhere near as bad as its masculine counterpart, even if the graffiti was in some instances filthier, both whispering as though within a chapel of unknown denomination. When Meek asked what happened next, Dennis considered Monolulu’s terse instructions and suggested Joe should wash his hands before encountering the paranormal being they were here to meet, in case she felt it was appropriate that they should shake or anything.

The mystified sound shaper seemed to find this stipulation not unreasonable, so after half filling the solitary basin with cold water and expressing a medicinally scented syrup from the soap dispenser on to one palm, he worked up a lather and proceeded to scrub spotless hands that were perfectly clean already. Peering through the gloom for something he could dry them on, Meek was directed to the rusting shell of a wall-mounted roller towel, grubby and damp, and told that he would have to give it a good yank in order to pull down an unused length. Muttering words to the effect that he did not need bloody telling how to use a bloody roller towel, Joe seized the coarse white fabric in both drippings paws and tugged it down with what he thought might well have been excessive force, because at first it seemed to have torn the entire mechanism from the wall – but no, no, it was worse than that, it looked like the whole wall itself was pulling loose, with a soft pewter radiance leaking from the other side, but bloody rotten Dennis shoved him from behind, and then

they’re suddenly a pair of stumbling drunks under that multitude of further suns, puppets unstrung, and Joe’s in shock, apologising to the sapphire grass for being sick on it, while Dennis says he’s sorry about springing a surprise like that, but getting into the Great When is easier if you aren’t consciously expecting it, and Joe asks what a Great When is and Dennis says, ‘It’s just a name, forget about it’ . . . all around them a blue-violet meadow drowns in starlight, edged by great arthritic wooden hands instead of trees, with randomly placed dandelion clocks some eight or nine feet in diameter, spherical galaxies, ghostly and fragile, lifted up on foot-thick purple stems . . . behind them the unsavoury toilet block has been replaced by a minute classical shrine or temple built from alabaster, of a kind that Dennis thinks he can recall from Arthur Machen’s ‘N’ . . . the azure pasture rises on a tender gradient towards its northernmost extremity, with what look to be distant bonfires scattered on its slopes and, at their summit, an uproar of lights that by comparison makes even the crammed firmament seem wan and indistinct . . . the duo dazedly begin to make their way uphill . . .

though here and there amid the wavering plush of indigo are smouldering vapour daisies and stag beetles made of quartz, and though Meek’s pill-bright eyes will widen in amazement intermittently, he doesn’t seem to be looking at any of it . . . staring fixedly up at the phosphorescent talcum of the heavens, well-brushed teeth revealed in an ecstatic grin, Joe giggles to himself at intervals and Dennis at last understands that the producer isn’t really seeing the extraordinary higher realm so much as he is hearing it . . . each sound, each murmur plucked into an echo-haunted sky and twisted, stretched out as a shimmering aural ribbon, each crystalline chime reiterated on the veering breeze, diminishing as it recedes towards a new acoustic distance . . . the chandelier tinkle of transparent moths, the oceanic susurrus of ruffling cyan turf and Joe Meek’s own excited snickering are stirred into a thrilling sonic weather unlike anything the studio sorcerer has ever heard or even previously imagined, effervescing on his marvel-struck tympana . . . they climb on, the two of them, between the crackling pyres to where the glow is brightest, at the top of Higherbury Fields where all of Highbury’s history is happening at once in an exotic carnival of moments . . .

upslope, Highbury Manor, gifted to the Priory of St John in 1271, is being razed by Jack Straw’s 1381 Peasants’ Revolt as part of an insurgency that has become perpetual, the stately timbers rearing up and burning down with rag-arsed fiends hopping and cackling in undying flame, a settled Templar grudge, this blaze the source of the proliferating brushfires further down the incline . . . just a little east, the blinding dazzle of a landlocked constellation that is Highbury Barn, foremost attraction of this nineteenth-century pleasure hill, illuminated by a million lights and thronging with as many glimmering apparitions . . . arms around each other’s shoulders, much like strangers made to bosom pals by closing time, the world’s first famous conjoined brothers, Chang and Eng, push awkwardly amid the spectral crowd, grinning conspiratorially as they peer up the flowering dresses of fluorescent cancan kickers synchronised into a rustling paper-chain . . . on the Leviathan Platform – a great open dance floor, easily a thousand square yards, perhaps more – there glide revealingly clad acrobats and filmy prostitutes, there capers Namatar the Man-Frog and, reflected in their panes of angled glass, there swoop and dip the showground’s many Pepper’s Ghosts in strict ballroom formation, all lit greenish by those roaring gas globes that surround the waltzed expanse . . . caught up in the phantasmal push that mills between the exhibits are Arsenal footballers from fifty years before in crackling newsreel black and white and jittery with ‘courage pills’, while Samuel Taylor Coleridge shoves his way intolerantly through the crush, down from his home in Highgate up the hill in search of chemist’s shops and laudanum . . . and some way off to one side from this teeming, incandescent mob, a highly localised firework display atop her moving throne of bone, sits Slenderhorse . . .

thinking it best that he approach the subtly terrifying ossuary jockey by himself, Dennis looks back to find that Joe has paused beside one of the secondary fires precipitated by the burning priory, staring mesmerised at the low heap of spark and spit where two black youths, perhaps an echo of some eighteenth-century lady’s fashionable pets or perhaps symbols born from the Great When itself, are swaying naked in the flickering pink and orange light . . . the hit mechanic stands transfixed, and when Dennis calls out and tells him to stay where he is for just a minute or two, Meek nods distantly, not for a moment taking his enchanted eyes off of the beautiful boys dancing with the flames behind them, wavering like flames themselves . . . uncertain about this entire endeavour, Dennis turns from the enthralled producer and continues up to where the mounted woman waits for him, aware that every step is being watched by crayon-squiggle eyes that don’t blink, and dry, empty holes that can’t . . .

side-saddle on her rattling mount, the endlessly unfinished drawing of a girl displays a wriggling tinsel grin but does not speak, waiting for Dennis to crack first and blurt, ‘I, I, I haven’t got your key,’ before she laughs from far away like someone on a broken wireless and shakes out the ever-shifting scribble of her hair . . . sketched lips part stickily, silvery interference pooling at their amused corners, and once more her voice that washes in and out, a static surf hissing across electric shingle, ‘No, but your unwise choice of companion does, and I shall barter with him presently. But what of you? Might there be matters you wished to discuss with me?’ . . . as though she knows what his reply will be, of course she knows, and Dennis can’t quite keep the edge of anger from his tone . . . ‘Why . . . why did you send Monolulu to the Good Samaritan to get the Soames book? What, I mean, what are you doing all this for?’ . . . with her constantly reconfigured eyes, unreadable as the bottomless sockets of her steed, the sparkling equestrian replies, ‘For sport,’ the phasing last breath of a vintage radio . . .

when Dennis stands there goldfish-mouthed and lost for words, appalled by her blithe unconcern, Slenderhorse looks away to the eternal arson at the priory, and continues, ‘It was my sport to involve your tipster, calculating that the little murderer would pursue him and so might be intercepted and, perhaps, persuaded to my service’ . . .

glancing back to make sure Joe still stands entranced before the firelit shimmying downhill, Dennis returns his gaze to the fragmentary and twinkling Arcanum, trying to make sense of what she’s telling him, his tenor baffled and incredulous . . . ‘So, what you’re saying, this is Button Dainty, and you’re telling me you’ve, what, you’ve turned him so he works for you? But, but, but how did you do that? And, and where is he now?’

. . . with the brief, coloured ink spills of her features trickling to a warmer and more fond alignment, the horsewoman turns her lambent smile once more to Dennis, crackling gramophones and foreign call signs in her answer, ‘As with any racetrack optimist, he wanted something and, predictably, he wanted greater stature. He had grown resentful of the cat that made him underdog, and sought a higher posting, possibly as a criminal influence to rival the Arcanum, Lud. His purpose having now been served, you’ll find him presently, concealed in London’s underworld where first you thought. But now I would that you retired, and sent instead your thunder-headed friend, that he may give me back my key’ . . .

dismissed, unsure about the implications of what he has been told, Dennis heads back down the sloping lawn of indigo to where Joe Meek still stands transfixed, caught in a rapture of bare boys and firelight . . . pointing at the light-limned female form on her bone charger, Dennis mutters, ‘Don’t be frightened of the horse. Just give the key back, and if she says anything, it’s probably best not to listen’ . . . but, by this point, Joe already isn’t listening . . . eyes and mouth gaping, the astonished music-maker mounts the incline, leaving Dennis in the blaze’s golden halo, frowning, gnawing on a cuticle . . . he watches Meek’s ascent to Slenderhorse, until a curtain of dense fumes blown from the priory obscures the scene, and when it clears, the evanescent rider has turned her chalk steed about to block Dennis’s view of the producer, so that he can’t see what’s going on . . .

and the stuttering neon approximation of a goddess nods polite acknowledgement as she retrieves her key from Joe’s suddenly trembling fingers . . . his heart’s going nineteen to the dozen, but, look, all the prism filaments about her mouth are jiggling into a smile as if she’s pleased with him, as if this divine creature likes him . . . when she speaks, even her voice, it’s an electrical effect nobody’s ever done before, murmuring, ‘Thank you for returning what is mine, now that its presence in your tinder district is no more required. The inspiration that you seek shall reach you as a message from the skies, strong like a mighty whirlwind, and as your reward, I give you this. Tell no one that you have it, nor whose gift it is. It is not for the quick’ . . . she passes something to him that he barely looks at, just a glimpse of what he thinks are Jewish letters on its cover, blue and red, before he stuffs it in the inside pocket of his jacket, thanking her and promising her he won’t tell a soul about it, cross his heart and hope to die . . . the phosphors of her lips knot once more at their corners, satisfied . . . her brittle stallion snorts grey dust and shakes the memory of its mane, before it turns and trots unhurriedly away into the phantom clamour crowding Highbury Barn, bearing its mistress off amongst the varicoloured ectoplasms and recaptured squabbles, rattling, clacking, picking its way through the revolutionary smoke and star shine . . .

stumbling, stunned, and silent for the first time in a long while, Meek walks back across the teal and turquoise pasture to the fire and Dennis, who asks how it went, and Joe says, ‘Fine. I gave her back her rotten key,’ and doesn’t breathe a word about messages from the sky, or mighty whirlwinds, or whatever it is weighing down his sports coat’s inside pocket . . . they return between gigantic dandelion puffballs to the pristine white shrine at the meadow’s foot, where, entering, they push at the cold, heavy marble of an inner door and they

were shuddering and retching on cracked tiles in what was luckily still a deserted ladies’ loo, with the grey water from Joe’s earlier ablutions untouched in the sole hand basin. When their nerves were steadied, or at least when their shocked state was not so readily apparent, they shoved the roller towel and wall back into place, then went out to an ordinary London darkness where the stars were scarce, and where the sound of distant motors didn’t multiply to a cascading symphony. Back through wet grass that was no longer blue, the pair retraced their steps to Highbury Place and past the still-disgorging tube station, up busy Holloway Road to where Meek’s car waited by the unkempt shadows of the recreation ground. They’d neither of them said much since emerging from the women’s toilets, but once they were safely in his vehicle with Joe back in its driver’s seat, the overwhelmed chart chaser wept and shook for a few moments before he expressed regret at being such a soppy beggar and obligingly drove Dennis home through all the swarming Saturday-night lights to Aldgate.

Feeling that it was the decent thing to do, Dennis asked Meek inside for a revivifying cup of tea which, Dennis calculated, had at least five sugars. They talked soberly about what they had seen and, in Meek’s case, what they had heard. Seeming like a completely different man once off the battlefield of wills, Joe thanked his host sincerely for the evening’s journey; said if Dennis ever wanted part-time studio work then he should look him up; and reaffirmed his solemn promise to keep all this wondrous and terrifying business to himself. Slurping back tea that, technically speaking, could have only been damp sugar, the unusual pop personality shook Dennis by the hand before taking his leave, and if Dennis thought for an instant that Joe’s jacket hung a little strangely to one side, that thought was gone before the tang of Meek’s exhaust had faded from Old Castle Street.

He wasn’t sure how he should feel about his night’s adventures. On the one hand, Slenderhorse had got her key back without anyone discovering that Dennis was a murderer, plus she’d as good as said that they’d be finding Button Dainty soon, and both these things were surely cause for celebration. On the other hand, he didn’t like how the goddess of graves and gambling had carelessly admitted everything that she’d been doing, without the least mention of why she’d been doing it. He didn’t like the sense that he was just a pawn – not even that: a snakes-and-ladders counter or a tiddlywink – in an unfathomable game he had no chance of understanding, and he had no way of knowing if he’d just pulled off a winning move or else had made the situation unimaginably worse. He didn’t like how everyone was prancing in the barely-there Arcanum’s pony show.

The next day being Sunday, he stopped overnight at Grace’s place and they attempted to have sex while watching Sooty, but kept laughing and decided to postpone it until later. Sometime after later, when they were in bed, they talked about their fruitless search and Dennis wished he could repeat what Slenderhorse had told him, but of course he couldn’t. When she fell asleep against his chest, he stared up at the ceiling and knew, wretchedly, that Grace would not keep things from him the way he did from her. He understood that she deserved to be with someone better, and hoped desperately that she never found them.

In the next couple of weeks, despite the bone-back rider’s prophecy, the one major occurrence was Maurice’s melancholy exit on the 17th, a drizzly Monday. Calendar stood in the piled-high back room of the John Snow beside Ironfoot’s cot, with shoulders heaving and tears streaming from the miserable eyes he could not wipe without removing spectacles that were, apparently, an outgrowth of his head. The burned-down fag end of Jack Neave seemed equally upset, although this may in part have been embarrassment at what a state his fashionable friend was in. Commotion and the partly rebuilt Coffin Ada sat together at the lumber room’s far end, in so much as it had one, trying their best not to overhear too much about Maurice’s biologic processes, an effort aided by the fact that as he simultaneously sobbed and said his heartbroken farewells, Maurice still stuffed boy after high-strung boy into the sepia dribble of his mouth. His words were sincere where they were intelligible.

‘Look, I’m really sorry, leaving you all (indistinct, possibly “on the brink of nuclear war” or “on such a wet afternoon”), but if I don’t, I’m going to (“Barnstable” or possibly “burst open”). I knew I shouldn’t put it off, and now it’s starting to (“lack mercy” or “look messy”) and I can’t keep myself in (something about world peace? Warm pies?) any more. I mean, just look at this.’

The veteran bomb-banner held one swollen arm up so that everyone could see the sleeve was splitting all along one seam and, on closer inspection, that it had a clear and sticky-looking liquid seeping from the rend, which wasn’t in a duffle coat but in Maurice’s toggle-sporting epidermis. And there was a funny smell, something like bleach but greener and more sickly. With the chocolate-infused tears now dripping from his chin, Calendar stooped to hug a visibly reluctant Ironfoot Jack, who couldn’t get away, and in the process liberally smeared the dying man with sweet brown residue. In tones probably meant as reassuring, the clearly disintegrating garb grub said something that almost certainly contained the words ‘Gog Blincoe’, before he lurched out of their untidy command centre and was never seen again or, at least, not looking like that.

The Thursday following was Grace’s twenty-fifth, so Dennis sent a scented birthday card, presented her with some generic flowers and took her to a Wimpy Bar for lemonade, chips, and a burger scarcely larger than the coins with which he paid for it. When he apologised for his lacklustre offerings, she said the nicest present he could get her would be if he put aside his feelings of possessiveness and called at the Revue Bar one night, so that he could see her dance. Secretly dreading it, he promised that he would just as soon as their current situation was resolved, which, on that Thursday evening, still seemed a long way away.

By now Gog Blincoe was an almost constant presence at Neave’s bedside, plying Jack with grapes and his lugubrious conversation, popping back to the Great When every few days to see if the eternal essence of a city was at war yet. Though Blincoe’s delivery was less of an apocalyptic wallow than the style of the late Maurice Calendar, his tidings were no better and his pessimism was as absolute, though not quite so upsetting when articulated in Gog’s deep ship’s-timbers creak and the colloquialisms of a century that wasn’t easy to pin down. ‘I was much startled by the heads’ behaviour on my most recent visit. Some of that abbreviated company were singing Catholic revolutionary ballads taught them by the gunpowder contingent, and some babbled as though in their cups, though how that may be so I do not know, for surely any ale or spirits would just trickle out into the pot-pourri? Their talk was all of burning Worstminster with Broadstair in it, and their only argument was how it should be done, whether by risking the employ of Sly Joan All in Flames, or by some other and less likely catastrophic means. It is my sense that no entreaties shall dissuade them from their reckless path and that their move is imminent, an hour by their clocks or a month by yours, where in the rings and roots of me, I fear that there is nothing to be done.’ To which Neave had responded that even if there were nothing to be done, it was still their unenviable task to do it.

On the Tuesday following, while Grace was putting in an afternoon shift, Dennis dropped by at the Cheshire Cheese to find out how things were with John McAllister – other than tolerable, obviously. With the hangdog expression of a hanged dog, Tolerable John seemed nonetheless pleased with himself at what he’d managed to find out regarding Dennis’s enquiries about Cripplegate.

‘I had a chinwag with this bloke in planning, who I’m mates with because we’re both equally depressed. He tells me they’ve got plans for Cripplegate, starting next year. They want to build this big circular tower thing where the Romans used to have their round fort, what they called a barbican. From what I understand, the idea is that this’ll be the hub for a whole web of elevated walkways raised above street-level London. Ask me, it all sounds a bit like how they ended up with Morlocks in that H. G. Wells book, but my fellow sufferer assures me that it’s never going to happen. All the high-ups, they’re as keen as mustard, but for anyone who knows the first thing about engineering, it’s a pipe dream, plain as day. You think of all the privately owned properties that might not want elite pedestrians taking a shortcut through their office space. It wouldn’t work, even if London was all flat, like a diagram, and not with street level in one place being on the third floor somewhere else. They’ll get the project started, then they’ll cancel it, at least according to my pessimistic friend.’

While Dennis passed this on to Ironfoot Jack, neither of them were sure that it would make a difference to the current lynch-mob sensibility amongst the City Heads, and when they told Gog, he just shrugged and scratched his scalp, though fortunately without kindling a blaze. The next day was the 27th, Thursday, and President Eisenhower arrived in London just as Bridget, the perpetually scowling waitress from the French, arrived in the rear room of the John Snow, bearing a redirected letter for Dennis and Grace – or rather ‘Doug and Daphne’ – that had arrived at Jack’s former billet and turned out to be from David Litvinoff, who clearly hadn’t known their new address. The murkiest of shady customers wanted to see the pair of them that evening at his pep-pill pitch in Shoe Lane, which, albeit at short notice, they were able to attend. Seated across the cup-ringed table in what looked like the exact same outfit they’d last seen him in, Litvinoff got straight to the point, not wanting to prolong this interruption to his business hours.

‘Alright, this isn’t for a week or two, so don’t set your subnormal mauler on me just yet, ay? One reason that it’s taken me so long is that it seems I’m not as welcome in those circles as I thought I was. Apparently “boot-nose” is an offensive term, but how was I to know? So, then, here’s what I’ve learned through mutual acquaintances: the brothers that I talked about, Ronnie and Reggie Kray, are up-and-coming faces, near identical ones as it happens, in the shambles that is London’s underworld. Did I say they were twins? Well, anyway, Reggie, marginally the less frightening and more intelligent of these two unspeakably violent criminals, is currently away in Wandsworth for a stretch, leaving the family business in the hands of Ron, who’s a slow-witted nutcase not long out of Long Grove mental hospital. To be fair, there’s a side to him that’s soft as shit, where he just wants someone to get in bed and cuddle him. But, that said, he’s not somebody that should be left unsupervised, and yet, with Reg away, this is exactly what has happened. Ronnie’s gone berserk and has declared war on my previous employer Peter Rachman. That’s why half of Paddington is presently on fire. Pertinent to your enquiry, Ronnie holds court roughly once a month down at the Regal Billiard Hall in Eric Street, Mile End, what he describes as his “funny nights out”. According to my source, he’s recently been very close to someone who sounds . . . physically unusual, shall we say, as you described the person you were looking for. Their next scheduled appearance will be at the Regal on Monday, September 28th, so you can go along and take a look, or not, and then, in either case, fuck off and never bother me again.’

Which Grace and Dennis both agreed was succinct and informative. As they were getting up to go, Grace asked Litvinoff what precisely he had meant by ‘physically unusual’, to which the sharp-tongued hustler, fascinating as a cobra, merely smirked and tipped back indolently in his chair. ‘Ooh, no, that’d be spoiling the surprise. Now, you two run along, and perhaps I’ll be bumping into you in Powis Square on one of these unlikely evenings. I do hope so.’

The assembled forces in the lumber room – now down to two men, one of whom was nearly dead; three women, one of whom was Ada; and, essentially, a helpful tree – agreed that there was nothing for it but to suffer through another four weeks of nerve-shredding tension, much like the nail-biting photo finish in a race between two glaciers. September bustled in enthusiastically, with intimations of an Indian summer, but deteriorated faster than Jack Neave into a trudge through darkening leaves, high winds and early dark as sudden as a guillotine. Nobody knew quite what to do about the two Rhodesias and Nyasaland, there was an underground fire at a mine in Lanarkshire with forty-seven dead, and then on the 18th, Macmillan called a general election for October. When the fateful Monday near month’s end arrived, Dennis met Grace at the John Snow once she’d clocked off at the Revue Bar. Ironfoot nearly managed to sit up and shook each of them by the hand, wishing the worried-looking couple luck before they set forth, arm in arm, on their decisive evening out.

Perhaps an hour after the apprehensive pair had left, when he was on his tod, having permitted Ada and Commotion the night off, Gog Blincoe strode in earlier than Jack had been expecting him, the giant’s rudimentary features, usually impassive, somehow managing to express a profound state of alarm that Ironfoot hadn’t seen before. The worst, it seemed, had happened: different London’s executed chief executives had come to a majority decision, and had ordered the immediate immolation of Worstminster with Broadstair inside it in a scheduled firestorm. This would be accomplished by a score of Sly Joan All in Flames’s devoted followers, incendiary men of tallow known as Porgies for the famous nursery rhyme that references both Pudding Lane and Pie Corner, start and end points of the Great Fire. Neave was shaken, horrified and, inexplicably, excited.

‘That’d be fuckin’ disastrous! Can’t you tell ’em we’re right on the verge o’ findin’ their lost dwarf, and that the bone’eads plans for Cripplegate are very likely never gunna ’appen?’

Blincoe shook his crown of shavings with a papery rustle.

‘I am but a subject of those perfumed relics, and, as such, not to be listened to. You shorties, as with Mistress Grace and even Master Knuckleyard, are viewed as akin to ambassadors, who represent the lower town and thereby have a measure of authority that neither the Calendar thing nor I are granted. With both our young friends off on their chase, I do not see a way to rescue this. If Masters Spare or Monolulu were still with us, it might be a different matter, but, alas, they’re not.’

The last two-thirds of a bohemian considered this, then lit a Player’s Navy Cut decisively.

‘In that case, if you’ll ’elp me to the lav first and find me my white cravat, it looks like it’s all down to me. You’ll ’ave to carry me, o’ course, and I expect we’ll ’ave to enter through Soho Entire.’

Gog held up one whorled palm in flat refusal, knitting the curled spirals of his brow.

‘No, Jack, I shall not have it. That should surely kill you.’

But Neave was already levering himself up from his packing-crate divan.

‘Yeah, well, just layin’ ’ere an’ fartin’, that’ll kill me too, and with my farts I’ll take a lot of people with me. Now, come on. Shift yer fat stump and find me that cravat.’

And so, held up by the protesting market trader, the self-crowned King of the Needies staged a last procession through the tilted alleys of his smutty neon kingdom. In a barely noticeable cut-through close to Bourchier Street, Jack allowed Gog to pick him up and drape him over one enormous shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Blincoe muttered gruff apologies for this indignity, explaining that he thought it best to keep one arm free to ward off whatever might await them in Soho Entire. ‘The place is somewhat worse than you remember it, I think, with rubbish that is bigger and more vicious. It has gone downhill, Jack, when it were already at the bottom of a chasm.’ With that, the oaken colossus used his free hand to pull back some pallets propped against a backyard wall, and they

are in the shrill and thunder of a hungry red-brick jungle, where the refuse-animals and rubble-bugs are coming at them before Gog can take a step . . . from nothing more than the abrupt transition, Ironfoot vomits down the back of Blincoe’s shirt and mumbles, ‘Sorry about that’ . . . and then the wooden man is moving, an arboreal locomotive gathering steam, the pounding piston tread, the great boots full of roots that stamp down heavy on the golden cobble snouts of pavement alligators, hard enough to smash the upper jaw completely and expose the screaming, hissing pipework of their gaping throats . . . scuttling splinter spiders, crate crabs, clattering tin-can centipedes with jagged open smiles, a formerly uncatalogued scrap-metal quadruped, venomous dog-shit toads that croak and hop and flop, feral appliances, the tradesman’s hurtling timber frame reduces all to powder in its pulverising passage and, with Jack Neave trailing helplessly behind him as his sick-splashed scarf, he rumbles out of the carnivorous district like runaway furniture . . . the bright weight of a trillion stars above them, they strike out across the melting and reconstituted city, headed east towards the Crown & Dolphin and the city’s severed seniors, baying for war from dusty bottles . . . in their urgent flight, the Great When’s background miracles blur by, unnoticed . . . on a canonised Strand there are several of the Christmas Men that Maurice had remarked on, spindly necks of white magnesium-ribbon fire erupting from the collars of their boiler suits, supporting broad-brimmed heads of burning cloud . . . passing the chained-down moon that represents St Paul’s, they have to make a detour down Exalted Distaff Lane to dodge a shivering anamorphic wave blown in from off the Thames’s roaring centuries, beings and buildings stretching upwards momentarily as the distortion ripples through them to contract an instant later as if nothing has occurred . . . probably hopeless, probably too late, Ironfoot is nevertheless grinning as his carved companion bears him through the tumult of this crucial night, daring to hope the flames he’s going down in are the right ones . . .

Even though it was a necessary thing that they were doing, even though it was the culmination to those long, fraught months of worrying and waiting, Grace and Dennis took their time over the walk from Aldgate along the Whitechapel Road and Mile End Road, where the torn-up remains of firebombed family homes, untouched for fifteen years, became more prevalent the further east they went. They held hands, not because they were in love but because they were frightened.

That was partly from Grace having asked around and learned a little of the increasingly famous Krays, whose snooker-parlour base of operations she and Dennis found themselves compelled to visit on this queasy evening. Raised by a fierce, adoring East End mother, the aura of eeriness surrounding any identical siblings had been lent a tense and dangerous edge by the young doppelgangers’ obvious fondness and alarming capability for acts of sickening violence, and also by Ronald Kray’s horribly visible descent into an abattoir of paranoid psychosis: people punched while lighting cigarettes in hope of shattering the jaw; pared-down faces left in tidy little heaps on the urinal floor. The atmosphere around the brothers’ reputation stank of ashtrays, pissed pants, razor blades.

The greater part of the young couple’s almost paralysing trepidation, though, was derived not from Mile End’s mirror monsters but from the far worse abomination that they might be harbouring. In the protracted doldrums of their thus far fruitless search, convinced that they were never going to meet their quarry, they’d allowed the tiny killer to become a distant hypothetical, a story that they’d heard, or read of in a rather disappointing Arthur Machen novel. Now, however, they were dawdling along the Mile End Road, supposedly to catch a glimpse of him, and Button Dainty was becoming more real with each dragging step. Both wavered between wanting to make this the long-awaited finish of their manhunt, and secretly hoping it might be another nasty prank of David Litvinoff’s. Although Grace looked less scared than Dennis felt, he still haltingly offered to do this job on his own and meet her back at Aldgate later, to which she replied that he was really sweet, and that she knew he meant well, but that if he asked her that again, she’d slap him. They walked on through blue exhaust fumes by the main road, busy for a Monday night, with golden taxi banners swimming through the acrid gloom towards them as if glowing from the brows of seabed lanternfish.

Past Bethnal Green and Stepney to the brink of Bow, they eked out their unwelcome expedition but, when they could eke no more, the pair reached Eric Street, just over Burdett Road that plunged downhill to Limehouse, and not far along, near an unprepossessing church, came to the Regal Billiard Hall. Cheerily shabby from its years of popularity yet with sufficient broken lightbulbs to seem threatening, the building clinked and mumbled in the dark, its inner lights and voices muffled, keeping itself to itself. There was a peeling crown above the E in the name painted over the hall’s unattended entrance, through which they passed apprehensively into an indoor night.

The dimly lit expanse that greeted them was punctuated by great cubes of glare that poured from ceiling-mounted fittings on to the half-dozen tables, bright enough for billiards or brain surgery. In falling dazzle, every pin-sharp detail gleaming, the angular bodies bending low across the baize seemed oil-painted, whereas on the room’s dusky periphery were milling shadows that looked on, features illuminated in brief ruby flares from underneath with every chance pull on a cigarette. Lacking a pub piano, the noir tableau’s only music was the clack of ivory planets or the under-bubble of decisive conversations, and while there were hardly any women present – girlfriends, wives, and possibly a couple who were on the game – Dennis and Grace didn’t attract a second glance, nor even necessarily a first one. Peering about them worriedly, they sought the thing that they were looking for.

Largely by instinct, the pair drifted inconspicuously towards the place’s readily apparent focus of activity, an unassuming table set against the handbill-decked rear wall, at which a granite figure of unusual stillness sat surrounded by a half circle of laughing, nodding courtiers who evidently hung upon his every sawn-off word. Dennis and Grace moved closer for a better look.

Not big by any means, but undeniably imposing, the man was perhaps a year or two younger than Dennis, although clearly some decades his senior in brutality. A flattened cushion of jet hair surmounted bulbous features packed too tight for the containing skin, the motionless eyes narrowed to uncaring coin slots under brows that crept towards convergence. His ill-fitting suit looked costly, the breast pocket handkerchief affected and incongruous, like spats on a hyena. Grace and Dennis were now near enough for Dennis to flinch from the seated bigwig’s choking aftershave, and hear what he was saying in his flat, dead mumble, every word a house brick, unmistakeable and heavy with blunt corners, every poorly mortared sentence greeted by a chorus of ‘Too right, Ron’ and ‘You tell ’em, Ron’ from the surrounding fawn of mobsters, loudly chuckling and quietly terrified.

Ronnie Kray’s mouth curled into what was possibly intended as a friendly smile.

‘You know what I think? I think we should ’ave a funny night out.’

‘Ha ha! Good ol’ Ron.’ ‘A funny night out! I was just about to say that.’ ‘Good idea, Ron.’

One of the lights above the tables fizzed and flickered. The currently solo twin’s almost completely blink-free gaze swept slowly back and forth across the twilight hall.

‘Where is ’e, then? Where’s Charlie? Where’s my little mate?’

The chuckles had trailed off to an expectant silence now, and even the most sycophantic thugs were looking at each other, apprehensively, it seemed, out of the corners of their eyes. Grace grabbed Dennis’s hand, as on the ring of underlings’ rear edge there was some sort of a disturbance, someone pushing through so that the bruisers all stepped hastily to one side, gurning their revulsion, turning heads away, as something not a child stepped out into the floating smoke.

Her lips pressed tight together, Grace made a sharp sound inside her mouth, while Dennis couldn’t even manage that. It had a black suit, as if the scale model of an undertaker, and its bow tie was a sooty, skewered moth. Above that, it had something in lieu of a face that neither of them were able to focus on without a pain like knitting needles stabbing suddenly into their temples. Its unpleasant, waddling gait as it approached the Regal’s king wasn’t remotely comical, but only wrong, something that human legs weren’t meant to do. It paused before the seated gangster, tipping its ungraspable head back as it regarded him. Its voice was nasal, fuzzy like a cartoon animal.

‘Alright, alright, what’s all the fuss? ’ere I am, big lad. We can get the party started.’

Hard to say why, but it didn’t look like any kind of Charlie.
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We Dare Not Go A-Hunting

It hurt too much to look at the thing’s countenance for longer than a second at a time, and even when he tried to, Dennis didn’t understand what he was seeing. From the neck up, Button Dainty was a slow, continuous squirm of features, like an Arcimboldo painting in reverse, with something abstract cleverly comprised from bits of face. Plump lips in mollusc competition inched across what must have been a forehead, and in one deep socket were the seashell crenulations of an ear. A migratory eye had nested in the dimpled chin that itself crawled across one meaty cheek, and from a wandering carbuncle nose, distended nostrils seemed to bore directly into the atrocious creature’s brainpan. Then the loathsome composition rearranged in creeping increments, everything somewhere else, and the observer had to look away, skull splitting, telling themselves sternly that they hadn’t seen it, not like that.

Half of a broken-up cruet set, Ron Kray sat exalted on his throne of high estate from where he took a butchers at his bespoke billiard hell, and it was good. A stupid and psychotic Satan, the worst sort, he smiled in dull affection at the capering imp before his seat of power, while in the crescent crowd about them, cut-throats with fixed grins did their best not to look. Half of the particles that made up Grace and Dennis were urgently screaming get out now, get out, just run for it, just go, while the more prudent half hissed no, not yet, wait till whatever this is finishes, then drift away, whatever else you do, don’t draw attention to yourselves, stay put, stay put and wait it out. They didn’t move. They couldn’t move. The indescribable homunculus held up both arms towards the only twin out of captivity, that for a moment looked like worship and then, nauseatingly, was the familiar gesture of a four-year-old that wanted to be picked up by a parent.

Evidently, it amused Kray to oblige. Inclining forward, creasing his thick torso where the waistband bulged – a legacy of Long Grove, all that medication – he lifted the doll-sized bundle, heavy judging from the way it hung, and set it on his baggy lap. The spellbound onlookers had by this point forgotten breathing, with the ricochet and rumble of the tables now receded to a distant murmur, and, in the ensuing quiet, unexpectedly, East London’s most feared mother’s boy began to sing. It wasn’t really singing, barely even tuneful talking, but that rough-cut rasp attempting melody in the hushed echo of the hall was as spine-tingling as opera. His miniature accomplice fidgeted and interrupted cheekily throughout, a nasal buzz as if its head were full of wasps.

‘Climb up on my knee, Sonny Boy . . .’

‘Hey up, he thinks I’m his bird!’

‘Though you’re only three, Sonny Boy . . .’

‘Three foot, perhaps.’

‘You’ve no way of knowin’ . . .’

‘Tell me, then.’

‘I’ve no way of showin’ . . .’

‘Draw a picture.’

‘What you mean to me . . .’

‘What’s my name?’

‘. . . Sonny Boy.’

The atmosphere was ghastly, pre-war boards and rafters ringing with that a cappella concrete-mixer croon against the utter silence of a horror-stricken captive audience. Sick with fear and squinting when he dared at the pretended dummy’s kicked-jigsaw visage – mouth in the throat now; piggy eyes and their surrounding orbits burrowing into the cheekbones – Dennis still found himself thinking, idiotically, that it was Monday and this warbling nightmare was what him and Grace were missing Juke Box Jury for. The ‘get out’ lobby was prevailing in the couple’s particle-debate, too loud to be ignored, and by unspoken consent they began to back away, slowly and unobtrusively, from the grotesque performance, keeping gazes glued to the intimidating handler and the stomach-turning gnome perched on his knee. Lost in a sentimental rapture, Ronnie closed merciless peepers and his bulldog pout twitched fondly at its corners as he went into the second verse.

‘When there are grey skies . . .’

‘That’s always.’

‘I don’t mind the grey skies . . .’

‘I do.’

‘You make them blue, Sonny Boy.’

‘I turn the air blue, don’t I?’

In their almost imperceptible retreat, small steps disguised to look like shifts of weight, Dennis and Grace were now a foot or two behind the semicircle of trapped hard-men, still afraid to glance away from Kray and his abominable manikin. The pocket-sized monstrosity was squirming restlessly on its uncomfortable and bony human seat, unwatchable head tilting back and forth, a patch of static interference in the vision, and the disengaging duo couldn’t tell which way the thing was looking. Just a few miniature, furtive paces more and it would be safe, surely, to turn casually and essay their unhurried way towards the billiard-hall door and the less terrifying world outside. The clumsy, wavering tune continued, with its heckling counterpoint.

‘Friends may forsake me . . .’

‘Fucking traitors.’

‘Let them all forsake me . . .’

‘Stab ’em later.’

Nobody was looking at them as they stealthily edged backwards from the entertainment. Kray’s encircling entourage all stared obediently in the direction of their leader, grimacing and marinating in their own cold sweat, while the psychotic vocalist himself grinned at whatever touching scenes were showing on the insides of his eyelids. And then, just as Grace and Dennis were about to turn away and walk with hammering hearts towards an unmanned exit, the restless and jeering parcel wriggling in the transported villain’s lap suddenly ceased all movement of its hard-to-look-at head, the migraine blur it wore in absence of a face pointing directly at them. Oh no.

‘I’ll still ’ave you . . .’

The nose was roughly where it should be, but eyes set in the dilated nostrils glared intently at the couple with a burning hatred.

‘What’s my name?’

‘. . . Sonny Boy.’

The thing had spotted them, either by supernatural intuition or because they’d been the only faces in the crowd brave enough to appear scared. They’d looked at it as if they both knew what it was, and in return it seemed to understand who must have told them that; had worked out which beheaded boardroom Grace and Dennis were the agents of. Run through by simultaneous icicles, abandoning all unconcerned pretence, they wrenched their gazes from the still-ongoing travesty and strode as quickly as they could towards the doorway, with the terrible duet continuing behind them.

‘You’re sent from ’eaven . . .’

‘Well, from somewhere.’

‘And I know your worth. You’ve made an ’eaven for me right ’ere on earth.’

‘Yeah, something like that.’

‘When I’m old and grey, dear, promise you won’t stray, dear . . .’

Then they burst out into Eric Street, gasping and gulping back the relatively fresh air like pearl divers who’d just broken the surface. Staking everything upon the likelihood that the fake dummy wouldn’t climb down from the fake ventriloquist to follow them until his mawkish song was over, they knew they’d be lucky if they had two minutes’ start, at most. With Grace immensely grateful that she’d not worn heels, they scurried past the darkened churchyard up to Mile End Road, hoping to lose themselves in the bright, beeping rush of headlights and such after-hours pedestrians as were about. They didn’t have a plan. Their plan had been to not find Button Dainty at the Regal and then set Commotion Venables on David Litvinoff, but it was starting to look like that wasn’t going to work. Talking in breathless headlines, they weaved hurriedly between aggrieved nocturnal strollers – couples, career drunks out on the razzle, homebound market traders – trampling on toes and making speeded-up apologies as they proceeded west at a fair trot, knowing the shortest line between two points to be a straight one and, on that basis, making for Dennis’s in Aldgate. That was when they heard a sinusitic shriek of rage from the top end of Eric Street, a hundred or so yards along the busy main road at their backs. Ron Kray’s recital, it appeared, was over.

Well aware that they should run and not look back, they both picked up their pace but, of course, looked back anyway. Illuminated by a faltering and faulty streetlamp, the eye-straining runt careered around the corner on to Mile End Road with the same bow-legged scuttle demonstrated earlier, appalling in its scaled-down funeral attire, more like an upright earwig than a man. Wherever on its curdling mush they might have been just then, its eyes turned out to be distressingly keen-sighted, clocking Grace and Dennis and immediately bustling towards them through the late-night throng. Repulsively fleet-footed although on substantially truncated legs, with the advantage that uncomprehending passers-by were stepping back out of the creature’s way as fast as they could manage, it came at them like an overland torpedo, so that even Dennis’s long stride would clearly not outrun the hurtling malignancy for long. Casting around for a way out and knowing that there wasn’t one, in desperation he remembered some bloke down the pub who’d said the way to kill a charging dog was kick it in the throat. He didn’t see how that could work, but, sadly, it was all that he could think of. Luckily, the same thing wasn’t true of Grace. She’d flagged a cab down and was dragging Dennis into it while he was still deciding which was his best kicking leg. She served a breathy ‘Aldgate, darlin’?’ to the burly driver, who responded with a flattered ‘Right you are, love,’ and then they were off, roaring away into the East End’s sequinned velvet.

Shifting, squeaking on the leather rear seat, Dennis craned his scrawny neck around and tried to see out of the cab’s back window. Grace, meanwhile, kept up a flow of normalising chatter to assure the cabby that this was an ordinary journey on an ordinary night, with her and Dennis just a pair of ordinary passengers who weren’t pursued by something from another world. ‘How’s your day been, then, sweetheart? Have you just come out, or are you knocking off?’ ‘Nah. Nah, I shan’t be gettin’ off till two or three o’clock tomorrer mornin’, darlin’. ’ow about you an’ your feller? ’ave yer been out somewhere nice?’ Wiping a peephole in the window’s condensation with his coat sleeve, Dennis checked behind, and, for a moment, thought they’d got away with it before he saw the furiously angry ball of malice barrelling along the lamplit flagstones, knocking the pedestrians aside like ninepins, veering out into the busy road. ‘Not really. We’d been down this way for an appointment, but it turns out this clot had the wrong date, so we’re heading home.’ ‘Ha ha! ’e’s in the doghouse, then. Still, ’appens to the best of us.’ With tiny arms and legs pumping like pistons in a vengeful engine, the thing masquerading as a dwarf was rushing down the middle of Mile End Road after them, ridiculously fast and overtaking slower vehicles, a darting shape caught briefly by the headlights of the cars behind. Despite its speed, it wasn’t having much success in narrowing the gap between them, but then something happened and the hideous little man pursuing them was gone, replaced by, well, there wasn’t really anything except a sort of onrushing disturbance, fallen leaves and litter dancing frantically as in a sudden gust of screaming wind. ‘It’s like my missus says about me when I’ve dropped a clanger. She . . . ’ere, ’ang on. What’s that comin’ up the back of us?’

The driver’s puzzled eyes looked mildly worried in the rear-view mirror’s postcard-sized surround, and Grace, wearing a sick expression, scotched around to gape out of the cab’s back window, same as Dennis. Following them down the crowded thoroughfare was now a standing wave of damage and bad luck with empty nothing at its heart, visible only from the mishap and catastrophe this travelling trouble front created in its passage: brakes failed, vans mounted the pavement, lampposts sizzled before going out, and traders’ barrows with snapped axles spilled slippery cornucopias of spoiling fruit into the road. Disoriented night-birds cobwebbed windscreens with their suicide, and every other window that the avalanche of accident rolled by erupted in a glittering firework shower of shattered glass, with garments, magazines, boxes of washing powder and displays of flowers sucked from smashed shopfronts and incorporated in the roaring, racing body of the strangely single-minded whirlwind. Staring at each other with identical expressions of stark helplessness, Dennis and Grace mouthed the word ‘poltergeist’ at the same moment, although neither could remember hearing about one this big or, for that matter, out of doors. The hefty man behind the wheel, increasingly concerned, seemed now aware that this was not a normal London traffic problem.

‘I’ll go to the foot of our stairs! What’s all this in aid of?’

Having realised that throwing them from his cab and screeching off as fast as possible would be the safest course of action for their driver – although not for them – the pair dissembled.

‘I, I, I don’t know. Perhaps it’s one of them tornados they have in America?’

‘I think he’s right for once. The best thing you can do is put your foot down, sweetheart.’

‘Bloody hell. Right, ’ere we go.’

You could say what you liked about the cab drivers of London – for example, that too many of their sentences began ‘Say what you like about the Wehrmacht . . .’ – but the hunted couple had to admit that these talkative professionals, schooled by the Blitz and V-bombs, were at their belligerent best in unexpected straits. Their flat-nosed charioteer compressed his face so that his frowning forehead almost met his scowling lower lip, gunning the black cab’s powerful motor and starting to pull ahead of the explosive storm front at their heels, a shockwave of calamity that now had emptying rubbish bins and a dead terrier toppling end over end, spinning and orbiting each other at the cyclone’s pulverising centre. All around it, swerving cars demolished pillar boxes so that stamped and addressed envelopes were added to the disparate oncoming mass. Overhead wires snapped and fell; water pipes burst; traffic lights went into paroxysm, all three colours blazing forth at once; and everything it passed collapsed, broke, tripped, malfunctioned, or – as with the gas main when they screeched from Stepney down Whitechapel Road – blew up, so that a rain of soil was pittering on their cab’s roof. Implacably, it trailed behind them in the dark, an angry swarm of bruising, inorganic bees.

It followed and they fled, without, it struck the pair of them at once, a place to flee to. Grace had told the driver Aldgate, back when they’d fondly imagined that a running dwarf could not outpace a speeding taxi, but they’d both since realised Aldgate wasn’t any good; would only mean that Dennis got to die on his own doorstep rather than somebody else’s, when it wasn’t so much the location that concerned him as the death. In fact, nowhere was any good, nowhere the hurricane of harm would hesitate to come in after them. Except for . . .

Dennis wasn’t so much startled by his good idea as by the fact that it was him who’d had it. In an urgent hiss to Grace, he gibbered, gabbled, garbled, gushed, ‘It won’t go! In, you know, the other place. It won’t go in. It’s wanted there.’ She stared intensely into space, then nodded her agreement. ‘No, you’re right. If we’re in there, then it won’t follow, will it? Where’s the nearest door?’ This was, of course, the vital question. Out through the rear aperture, the streaming cloud of airborne debris flung a grey gunmetal milk crate in through the cab window of a late-night bus coming the other way, as Dennis tried to think of all the entrances to the Great When he’d used or knew about. The Fisbo entrance in Bride Lane was much too far away, while the gate leading to the horror story of Soho Entire was even further. Lumps of flying coal fragmented as they smacked into the road behind, and something weighty hit their cab’s back bumper with a ringing twang. There was the opening in Arnold Circus, where Jack Spot had at last got his crushing face-to-face with criminal Arcanum Harry Lud, but once again it was too distant. Nearer was the ironmonger’s shop in Bishopsgate, though probably not near enough, and ruled out anyway by its proximity to Grace’s place, only a minute’s walk around the corner. There had to be somewhere else, but everywhere he looked, the mangled skeletons of pushbikes rained on to the asphalt, a cascade of scrapyard meteorites, and Dennis couldn’t concentrate. Whitechapel Road quickly became Whitechapel High Street, on the edge of Aldgate where dogs barked and fuses blew and any intact panes were shivered into slivers, and as they were growling past the bottom of Old Castle Street, Grace suddenly yelled, ‘Right! Right at St Botolph’s and up Houndsditch! Drop us up the other end of London Wall, then run for it!’

Of course. There was a portal in the ruins of Cripplegate, the one that him and Grace had seen the Barebones lurking by, the one he’d had revealed to him when he was nine, during a fiery 1940 night whereon the thousand-year-old neighbourhood was disappeared forever, and why hadn’t Dennis thought of that? Their driver, looking more uncomfortable about his situation with each cataclysmic passing instant, clearly didn’t have the time to argue or put forward a more scenic route, and so did what his better-looking passenger had told him to. He took a sharp right at St Botolph’s church, almost colliding with a strangely reduced van that Dennis later realised had been his first sighting of a Mini car. As the cab tore up Houndsditch towards Bishopsgate, its mountingly unhappy owner, glancing in his rear-view looking glass, became aware that the pursuing atmospheric fluke had also turned right at St Botolph’s and, beneath his breath, requested that someone have penetrative sex with his old rags. This was a rough night, and, on top of that, it didn’t feel much like a Monday.

Skidding past the startled, open mouth of Camomile Street and across the honking, swearing, swerving main road without looking, their beleaguered transport flew down London Wall beside the city’s Roman boundary, its brawny chauffeur’s rising panic giving it a slightly increased lead on the accumulating snowball of high wind and hurt that wuthered in their wake. Past Moorgate and a City Road with all its weasels long since popped, the taxi skittered through the sputtering fallen cables, hails of punched-out showroom glass, and slicing Welsh slates suddenly sheared from the overlooking rooftops. Angling around the corner into Aldersgate on Grace’s by-now-voluble instruction, their stampeded cab crunched to a gravel-scattering halt a short way up the lengthy gradient to Old Street, where Grace crammed a new blue five-pound note into their saviour’s sausage fingers, told him not to hang about, then catapulted Dennis and herself out through a rear door and into the shapes and shadows of the long-gone district; of the wasteland that persisted in its place.

As hand in hand they tripped and scrabbled over the benighted rubble and its ankle-tangling overgrowth of weed and wildflower, they could hear the taxi’s throaty engine climb away uphill behind them, and also the nearing crash and mutter of a refuse-typhoon closing in along adjacent London Wall. Another thirty seconds and it would be on them.

Breathing rapidly as though unsure how many breaths were left to them, they clambered blind across the felled homes, stumbling in the approximate direction where they’d seen the soaring archway opening from dense smog all those months before. With no time to deliberate, they reached the spot that they were pretty sure was where the looming Cripple Gate itself had been, and Grace asked Dennis how to open it, and he stopped in his tracks and stared at her, appalled that he’d not thought of this snag slightly earlier. He didn’t know. He’d never seen it done. They shared a gaze of dreadful understanding as to where this left them, Grace said, ‘Oh fuck,’ then a wall of pure malignant force slammed in over the dark, demolished wilderness, tearing the battered ground to shreds and shuddering to an eruptive stop just feet away from the unlucky couple. Bricks and bindweed and abandoned prams sprayed high into the night sky from the unseen impact, with descending traceries of dirt and worms a moment later, and, when this filthy precipitation was concluded, Button Dainty stood there glowering in the interrupted moonlight. Dennis whispered, ‘Get behind me,’ and Grace answered, ‘What for? That just means that when it gets to me, it’ll be wearing you.’

Eyeballs of egg white trickled in tear tracks to hang quivering, dependent, from a corrugating jaw. Nose just below the gloss-black hairline, sporting a moustache of eyebrows, and the ears together on one temple, twitching, lifting, settling like a bacon butterfly. Taking swift peeks despite the blinding headaches, they could not determine where its mouth was currently, but when it spoke, the snoring, adenoidal tones sounded like they were coming from the back of the thing’s head.

‘I’ll make this brief and to the point, like a philosophy for mayflies, shall I? As you may have guessed, you’re both about to die unpleasantly, and no two ways about it, plain as the nose on my forehead. I know that you’re working for the heads, so here’s my generous proposal: the first one to tell me how much your employers know already, I shall kill first, and I shall kill quickly, how does that sound? Not having to watch me take my time over your friend, and not having to listen to it, all the promising and begging? I’d leap at the chance if I was you. Leap on my lovely little legs.’

A quaint folkloric trope gone badly wrong, the knee-high executioner appeared to be unbearable in every detail, purring down a misplaced nose with funny turns of phrase that weren’t quite right, physical tics and quirks that barely seemed bipedal, all contributing to the pervading aura of head-splitting dissonance that Button Dainty wore like ugly trousers. Knowing that in a few moments he would almost certainly be pleading and/or screaming, Dennis also knew that this was his last opportunity to say something that sounded brave, so seized it with both trembling hands.

‘Let her go and I’ll tell you everything you want.’

The ill-made figurine opened one side of its long undertaker’s jacket to reveal a small array of butcher’s implements hanging on knitted loops, as though it were a post-war wideboy showing off his range of stolen wristwatches or dirty photographs, a slaughter spiv. After a brief deliberation, it selected an extremely sharp and weighty-looking cleaver that gleamed silver in the lunar drizzle.

‘That’s not what I said.’

It began to shuffle towards Grace, and Dennis played his only card, a two or three at best.

‘They, they, they think you might be working for a rogue Arcanum.’

The impersonation of a dwarf stopped in its creepy, waddling tracks.

‘And which one do they think it is?’

Grace shot Dennis a sideways glance, attempting to find room amid her fear for puzzlement. What was he saying? She’d not heard any of this. Without a clue how he should use the information he’d received from Slenderhorse regarding her employment of the bijou fiend, he blundered on regardless, knowing that any improvisation he could think of wouldn’t buy them more than seconds.

‘They, they, they don’t know. They mentioned Broadstair. And, and, and Slenderhorse.’

From a human standpoint, Button Dainty’s inner workings would not be remotely recognisable as consciousness, as any sort of mind. Rather than a continuum of notions and associations, the diminutive assassin’s thoughts were a near-endless deck of ebon playing cards, each bearing an arrangement of seventeen basic emblems in luminous watch-dial green, and each assigned a value in terms of its probability, continually reassessed and constantly reshuffled on receipt of new intelligence. The top card at that moment bore a pair of glowing hieroglyphs – the first, a dot-marked oval signifying ‘head’ that had two lines beneath it to denote the plural, and the next, another dotted oval, this one having five differently angled arrows sprouting from the top of it. In sum, this meant the greater likelihood was that the City Heads were guessing, plucking names out of the air. If they believed that Broadstair was involved, then their suspicions over Slenderhorse most probably had no more solid a foundation. Crucially, since their two shorty agents had not yet reported back to them, the heads had no idea where their AWOL enforcer was. The next card down, a logical conclusion from the former, had a simple cancelling cross and then, again, the oval with the three dots and two pluralising lines, all adding up to ‘kill them both’.

Raising the cleaver, it began to scamper forward and the pair both gasped, where it had been expecting sounds more shrill. Inside its approximation of a brain, the riffling and rearrangement recommenced, the jet tiles sorted to a new configuration with a whirring pasteboard whisper. The two humans – possibly one of each gender, it was never sure – were rooted to the bombed-out spot just a few feet away, yet there was something not quite right about their stupid, static, stick-in-the-mud faces. It was difficult to read expressions when the facial furniture stayed resolutely where it was, but the two blobs with currants in before it seemed to be exhibiting surprise that it was going to end their lives, which wasn’t an appropriate reaction: killing them had been its introductory promise. Furthermore, though it was always hard to judge where lifeless, stationary eyes were pointing, there was a suggestion that the pair were looking over Button Dainty, and not at. Behind its churning mask, the eerie inner tarot dealt another flip-book hand of reconsidered likeliness. It paused.

In this hiatus, through an eye just then under its jaw, it studied the rough ground beneath the shoe-clad pincer tips it used for feet, and registered that, in the dead of night, it had the faint beginnings of a shadow, slightly elongated, liquorice on pearly grey, falling across the weeds and broken windowsills in front of it. Its pitch-dark mental deck was spraying in a card-sharp shuffle, lightning-fast as the hypothesis that it now had a light source at its rear, which the intended prey was gaping at, became a grand-slam certainty. Awkwardly, inch by inch, it turned itself around.

From junk and nettles, a great structure gone for centuries reared up into the night, and through its towering arch there fell an angled gloaming, like a deathly spotlight, cast by an embarrassment of stars. Dennis’s and Grace’s legs being apparently now made of trifle, they could not have simply run for it, even had they not been transfixed by awe and terror. The dull silver of another world’s standing-room-only sky poured through the Cripplegate’s gigantic keyhole so that, grey on nacreous grey, it was a moment or two before anybody saw the cat.

Not one of the three individuals already gathered on the darkened waste ground felt relieved, or that now everything would be alright. Taking its time, sour yellow gaze unblinking, the false feline padded quietly through the resurrected arch, shaved skin hanging in tucks and creases, tail a metronome that swiped the starlight, halting only a wheelbarrow’s length from the false goblin.

‘Little man. That it should come to this,’ said Charming Peter.

Wavering unevenly from growl to yowl, the London Cat’s nerve-grating voice sounded almost regretful. They’d been partners, after all. Who knew how many decades, centuries they’d been together, executing the directives of the City Heads, or else their own if that seemed more appropriate? They’d clawed and cut against the Mudlark insurrection side by side, and following the Ossian breach, Peter had held Chatterton down while Dainty smothered him with a soft cushion. There was nothing worse than them in either London, and between them, down the blood-soaked years, there had grown up a bond that wasn’t anything like friendship but was more professional respect, appreciation for the other’s ghastly artistry, a kind of bad-dream brotherhood. From Charming Peter’s heavy-hearted but conclusive tone, it was no longer that sort of relationship.

The noisy ghost, for now contained within its stunted bottle, spread its hands, including the one with the cleaver, in a careless shrug as if to say it was a trivial matter.

‘Peter! Stealthy Peter! You will understand, I trust, that I meant nothing personal by these extracurricular activities, which just reflect career dissatisfactions of my pretty little own. Come, let us bury bread or break the hatchet over this, that it should not despoil the cuddliness between us.’

Grace and Dennis backed off by instalments, not attempting to escape but only desperately uncertain what this team reunion was turning into and, whatever it was, trying to give it lots of room. From London Wall and further east, they could hear distant bells now, ambulances and police cars flocking to a trail of havoc from Mile End as far as Moorgate, but both knew that this would not affect their situation; that however this went, uniforms and flashing lights would have no jurisdiction. The former work colleagues were now cautiously circling each other, staring into one another’s faces but, in Dainty’s case, most probably not eye to eye. The cat thing shook its head and sounded grave.

‘You won’t distract me with your prattle. I am Charming Peter, and I must insist that we acknowledge the full seriousness of your unexplained desertion. You have wilfully—’

Which was precisely when the stubby murderer sprang forward and, slitting the night air with his arcing cleaver, hacked off Charming Peter’s tail.

The scream of shock, pain and incredulous affront was like an air-raid siren. The maimed quadruped twisted and leaped, as though attempting to shake loose the awful wound. A brace of amber traffic lights, the furious eyes bulged in their nearly lidless cavities, and from the sudden, severed stump there leaked not blood but a white ichor that resembled dandelion sap, save for its iridescence and the fact that what it splashed upon – grass, rusting metal, tumbled bricks – began to smoulder. Turning in mid-leap, the London Cat contrived to land on all fours facing its opponent, backbone arched into a croquet hoop, hissing and spitting as their monstrous contest was begun in earnest.

Dropping in an argent blur, the cleaver once more lunged towards the mock cat but, unlike the first time, the sleek creature was by now prepared. Before Dennis or Grace could work out what was happening, the animal’s four wrinkled limbs had telescoped to elevate its head and body far above its adversary’s flailing reach. Now in appearance more an unimaginable hybrid of giraffe and giant spider than malformed domestic pet, and moving with a horrid speed that was arachnid, Charming Peter stepped across the momentarily unbalanced dwarf, with grey suede legs contracting as it turned about so that it was now poised behind its foe. Of Button Dainty’s many startling capabilities, wheeling around was not amongst the foremost, and before the move was even half complete, a slashing paw had sliced away the hand holding the cleaver. Out of an abruptly terminated wrist there oozed the same pale fluid that had spattered from its enemy, caustic and radiant, though thicker and more viscous. While the half pint’s opening gambit in their fast and vicious chess had taken Charming Peter’s tail, to lose a weapon was a much more serious strategic slip, especially when this entailed losing the body part that had been clutching it. Venting a nasal wail which was uncomfortably close to that of a teething baby, Button Dainty understood that it had lost and that escape was now the only option left. Turning to flee, it was just in the process of becoming a barrage of wind and trash when Charming Peter’s elongating foreleg smacked into the scarpering assailant’s back, with one enlarged grey foot, scimitar claws extended, pinning down the writhing, bug-like body in the mossy rubble. Everybody’s awful evening, at that juncture, took a very nasty turn.

Although now in proportion, Charming Peter was a great deal bigger – say, a large ram or small buffalo – resting on hairless haunches, where the ugly tail remnant twitched back and forth, bleeding white poison and unable to believe itself, holding the kicking death doll face down in the muck and creepers. Whether prompted by some premonition or by prior experience, Dainty began to sob and babble in anticipation of forthcoming non-existence. ‘Don’t, don’t, don’t! Peter, I am but small! I am but small!’ But the indifferent topaz eyes weren’t listening, and it was at this point that Grace and Dennis realised belatedly what was about to happen.

Squeaking the sharp outcry of a stepped-on vole, Grace hid her face against Dennis’s chest and left him wishing he could hide his own face against hers, or anybody’s, even Enoch Powell’s or Coffin Ada’s. Being who he was, however, he suspected that he wasn’t going to get that lucky and, since both his eyelids appeared to be broken, he was going to have to watch.

Using the paw not pinioning its doomed antagonist, the worryingly silent beast began to scrape and claw with razor talons at its trapped accomplice’s child-size funereal attire, unmindful of the flesh or its equivalent beneath, until the trousers were in widow’s ribbons and the naked lower body was exposed. Not wanting to, Dennis glimpsed sacroiliac nipples and the spiral sprig of an extended spine, the buttocks glistening like gristle as their owner wept and shrieked and endlessly reiterated that it was but small, although it must have known that this would make no difference.

Charming Peter – and there was no way to put it delicately – next inserted a free paw into the howling smidgeon’s fundament, cloaca, or whatever else it kept where ordinary people keep their arse. The cat did not seem to be struggling or pushing and, with a capacity for stretching areas of its body, Dennis realised bleakly that it didn’t have to. From the rising violin pitch of Button Dainty’s squeal, it was unbearably apparent that the little not-a-man had something foreign reaching up into the sacred intimacy of its unconventional insides, up past the brightly coloured bowels, the four lung-like arrangements and the triple-decker version of a heart, attaining to a crammed and swiftly silenced throat and thence the bulb of bone above. What then occurred was viewed through Dennis’s compressed eyelashes, though unfortunately this did not prevent his fathoming the basic gist.

It was as if the dwarf thing’s corpus had become a moulded rubber shell, with Charming Peter’s claws hooked into the interior of a skull now sickeningly flexible. The fact that Button Dainty was no longer making any noise, nor moving save for an occasional reflexive spasm, seemed to indicate that the unspeaking cat was very possibly up to the elbow in its partner’s one-lobed brain. All of a sudden, a concavity appeared in Dainty’s oily crown, an indentation that became wider and deeper as the previously rigid dome was tugged insistently down from inside. One at a time, the various features on the surface of the head were pulled into the abyss deepening at its centre. First went the lank hair, inhaled like a toy poodle, vanishing into the new cranial gullet. The still-slithering eyes were next, darting and horrified as if some semblance of awareness lingered, even as they were dragged into the internal blackness. Then ears, nose and lips that shaped themselves around last words they could no longer speak, until the whole head was inside the torso, and the creature’s shoulders, shirt and jacket were drawn gradually towards the yawning pit that it had left behind. Grace whimpered, ‘Is it finished yet?’ into Dennis’s breastbone, and he managed to say ‘No’.

There followed some few minutes of retraction, as the cat exteriorised first Button Dainty’s funny-looking skull, which was the wrong way out and wearing the exposed brain like a pudding-basin haircut, and then the remainder of the victim’s substance, birthed obscenely into death through its own orifice, the bones and organs in a string of conjuror’s handkerchiefs. Finally there remained a lumpy pellet, wrapped in the torn polythene of its own alimentary canal. Canary eyes unreadable, the London Cat gazed briefly at its frightful handiwork, having not said a word throughout the dreadful process. As with any good comedy double act, the straight man had turned out to be the one in charge.

When finally Grace stopped employing Dennis as a blindfold and saw what was left of Dainty, she was sick over her pale blue shoes, where the unpleasant colour combination started Dennis off as well. The couple stood there doubled over, wretched, retching, vomiting in turn as though their stomach contents were a conversation, with each spattering remark provoking a retort of equal liquid vehemence. Throughout this, Charming Peter looked on patiently and waited until they were empty before asking or, rather, commanding, Dennis to help with the clean-up operation.

‘I can haul this back to the real London on my own: as he professed, he was but small. I will need you, however, to retrieve the cleaver and his hand, fixing them to the larger mass so that I may drag all of him at once. Don’t touch the wrist, neither the sharp edge of the blade, for they’ll have blood on, his or mine, and either one will take your fingers off.’

Thus cautioned, Dennis did as he was told. In only starlight borrowed from the Great When, he located the grim trophy on a patch of earth where the strewn bricks were melted, picking it up gingerly by that part of the handle around which the dwarf’s rigor-afflicted fingers weren’t still wrapped. Fastidiously carrying the macabre keepsake at arm’s length, grimacing with disgust, he took the weapon and the severed hand to where its former owner rested, now a malformed sausage shape, beside the cat who’d killed it. Dennis asked how he should fix the cleaver to the radically inverted carcass, whereon Charming Peter irritably switched its missing tail and answered coldly, ‘By its point, of course. If you push in to a few inches’ depth, then that will hold it fast until I reach the Crown & Dolphin.’ Having never previously stuck a sharp object into any flesh that wasn’t dinner, Dennis found this task something of an ordeal, both in the granular resistance to the blade’s insertion and the squelchy little tearing noises that accompanied this mutilation. Button Dainty being dead perhaps ameliorated Dennis’s severe discomfort, though not much, but luckily he didn’t have another spew left in him. When it was eventually done, with cleaver and affixed hand jutting from the haggis-like remains of Button Dainty like a paper flag in an unspeakable sandcastle, the cat turned to Dennis.

‘That will do. Please don’t imagine that this makes us friends, or that it will prolong your life for even moments when at last I come for you. You smell of secrets and disaster and one day, when it’s too late, we’ll see what you’ve been hiding. Drag it out into the open, as it were.’

Enunciating this last sentence, Charming Peter let his acid gaze rest meaningfully on the Button Dainty lump before returning it to Dennis, confident no further words were needed. With a bafflingly respectful nod to the onlooking Grace, the cat padded to the reconstituted corpse’s further end and sank its teeth into the intestinal tatters there. Making determined wrenching motions of its neck and head, it dragged the scuffing deadweight through the astral twilight of the archway, a meat galleon putting out to sea, with severed hand and cleaver at the masthead as its Jolly Roger. Suddenly remembering a possibly significant omission, Dennis called out after the Great When’s head of security, nervously asking it to wait. ‘What, what about, you know, your tail? What, what, what should we do with it?’ Wearily, Charming Peter paused and disengaged its fangs in order to reply.

‘Its matter being incompatible with your domain, it will disintegrate before the morning. On the spot it fell, nothing shall flourish for a thousand years. I bid you a good night.’

With that, it bit once more into the rearranged dwarf’s ragged end and recommenced its messy haulage, tugging at the topological conundrum, shifting it in rasping sandpaper instalments of a few feet at a time, under the arch, away into a different city that was lit by swarming stars. These seemed to dim and fade until Dennis and Grace found they were peering into ordinary London gloom, and when they snapped out of their gore-struck trance to look around, the briefly restored Cripple Gate was gone as well. Other than Charming Peter’s liquefying tail, smoking and bubbling somewhere out amid the bombsite grass, no sign remained that it had ever been there.

The duo stood staring for some time into a darkness which was more than literal, until at last Dennis intoned in a concussed, three-rounds-with-Henry-Cooper voice, ‘Your place or mine?’ Grace answered, without looking up at him and in the same dazed register, ‘Mine. From the sound of it, yours has got ambulances and cop cars all over it.’ And so, holding each other up as though in a perfectly normal marriage that was only bearable when drunk, they wobbled off into the noisy night, taking the long way back to Spitalfields in order to avoid all the bewildered constables and stretcher-bearers out attending to the mayhem brought on by their earlier pursuit. Up Aldersgate they slogged, and then along the still-visible outlines of Beech Street and vanished Chiswell Street, across the wasteland, cutting through the side streets – Sun, Apollo, Primrose – before reaching Bishopsgate and Folgate Street and home. They separately bathed, and brushed their teeth with Gibbs tooth powder to alleviate the scent of sick, then went to bed and lay there individually shuddering for the next hour or two, not saying anything, not sure if they’d ever say anything again. It had been quite an evening.

It wasn’t until Wednesday, two days later, that some newspapers gave discreet column inches on an inside page to the disturbance that had ripped from Mile End to the City, harming property and some unlucky citizens, although none fatally. Predictably, the incident was blamed upon a highly localised tornado, possibly an older brother to the swirls of litter and detritus that were often found dancing like dervishes in draughty car parks, because, well, what else was anyone supposed to do, or say, or think?

Despite – or possibly because of – them taking so long to fall asleep, Dennis and Grace completely missed the morning following, Tuesday the 29th, and didn’t breakfast until four o’clock that afternoon, attended by the usual cavalry of Hopalongs and the rugby-ball-headed tiger on the Frosted Flakes box. They talked haltingly about the night before, wondering if perhaps their long ordeal was over now – but beyond that, found very little to discuss. Having both witnessed a sentient entity turned inside out was not the conversation starter one might reasonably have expected.

Around five they made a bus journey to Charing Cross Road and then carried on to Soho, so that they could tell Ironfoot the long-awaited news. But in the John Snow’s lumber room, the bed had, overnight, turned back to separate crates. The Five Boys wrappers had been swept away, a window had been opened to improve the atmosphere, and there was just Gog Blincoe sitting on a cast-off sideboard that would bear his weight. He looked up at the couple sympathetically and shook his head. Grace let out a surprised sob, loud in the conspicuously silent room, and after a few seconds, Dennis worked out what had happened and said, ‘Oh.’ Gog told the tale as best he could.

‘The fault must rest with me, for telling him the City Heads had balloted for war. He swore that he would remonstrate with them, where I told him most sternly he would not lest it should kill him. But he did not give two figs and bade me fetch him his best white cravat, so that I saw there’d be no turning him. Across my shoulder like a babe, I took him to my hometown through Soho Entire, which these days is ferocious, even more so than it was. With my long legs, I got him to the Crown & Dolphin just as they were readying the Porgies . . .’

Noting Grace and Dennis’s expressions of bewilderment, the rough-hewn tradesman broke off to elucidate on the incendiary tallow people and their part in the attempt on Worstminster, before returning to the sombre creak and the regretful tone of his principal narrative.

‘So there they were, all in their bottles, and there were a couple of the Porgies, white and slippery-looking with wicks growing out their crowns, and Master Neave, he bade me put him down so he could stand there on his own almost two feet and give the lot of them what for. He was so ill he shook, and I was fearful that he should fall down and perish on the spot, but no. No, that was not to be. His iron shoe and his indignation held him up till he were finished. By my inmost ring, I wish that you had seen him, for he was magnificent, and to my mind it was his proudest hour.

‘He said it was alright for them, with petals up their windpipes, having their grand schemes and wasting the short lives of men and women with their errands that are seldom short of perilous. He talked of Master Spare, and how his life might have been lived more easily without the precious curse of vision. He then spoke of his own sacrifices, notably his leg when, on his introduction to our higher town, the heads of London had not thought to caution him concerning anamorphic waves. Next thing you know, he held them to account most fiercely with regard to you two. He impressed on them how you’d determined that the Barebones’s plans for Cripplegate should very likely come to naught, and said how at that very moment you were risking life and limb in your attempts to find the lethal miniature they had misplaced so clumsily; that you’d done all of this while they were bickering and snoozing in their pot-pourri. At last, in summary, he told them what he thought of them.

‘He blasted at them in a way that I myself should never dare, but I were thrilled right to the pith of me just to be there so I could hear. Most of his venom he saved for the younger Cromwell, whom he loudly and aggressively reminded was not in the field at fucking Naseby now. Old Ironsides seemed strangely cowed, and did not offer contradiction. It is my belief that Master Neave’s account carried the weight and the conviction of a clearly dying man, that none may contest nor gainsay. He told them all they were not even cunts, but only bits of cunts, whereon Catherine Howard fainted in her jar, face down in flakes of herb and blossom. Master Neave concluded his brave oratory with a mighty torrent of invective and profanity, describing his astonished audience as like to pickled cabbages preserved in bottles, having nonetheless delusions of their own shrivelled importance. There was, in all truth, a lot more fuck and cunt to it, but that is a fair outline of its general sentiment. And at the end, as though in thunderous punctuation, he stamped with that metal shoe of his, hard and in anger, on the floorboards of the Crown & Dolphin so that all the heads were rattled in their goldfish bowls, for he at last had put his foot down.

‘After which, saving for Master Ironfoot’s laborious breathing, it were silent in that place more usually accustomed to cacophonous complaint, and the assembled capitals looked back and forth evasively between themselves, appearing bashful now about their former fervour. In the end it were the head of Master Swedenborg that spoke, who I have thought to be the best amongst that irritable company. All that he said were, “Would that some of us had hands still, that we might applaud,” but afterwards it seemed the matter was decided, and that Master Neave’s compelling argument had won the day. The Porgies were stood down and looked greatly relieved to hear it, for it is their sad condition that fulfilment of their only purpose shall extinguish them. ’Twere not long after that, when I were settling Master Neave upon my shoulder for our trot back to this shorter city, that the white palanquin which the heads employ arrived with tidings of your evident success, reporting that the London Cat – for I shall call him nothing else – was just then fetching the unnatural remains of his scoundrel assistant to their taproom, making it a gift for them, as cats are on occasion wont to do. As we were making our way out, our mangled friend were talking to me from behind, over my shoulder, like, and not for some time have I heard him sound so happy.

‘He thought that his Needy subjects should be proud of him, their king, when they were out about their frauds and fiddles in this shabby world he had delivered from disaster. He said to convey his thanks and his congratulations to the pair of you. He said that Mistress Shilling was the wisest and most lovely woman that he knew, and had he been forty years younger with both legs he should have been all over her. And as for Master Knuckleyard, he said that you were sharper than you looked, and that I should pass on a most important insight he had come to. He said I should tell you that the Problem of Existence is Existence, and that he believed at last he’d solved it. I did not hear anything out of him after that, but I were picking up my pace by then, so that velocity made speaking difficult, and consequently did not think much on it. When at last we stepped into the short world near to Bourchier Street, he was no livelier, and I allowed myself to think he but slept in exhaustion from his fiery testimony, although when I got him here to the John Snow, it was as plain as day that he was dead. As he himself would say, he had evaporated to become one with the elements.’

When it came to emotional display, Gog didn’t have what someone might describe as an expressive face, for fairly obvious reasons. From the way that Blincoe sat, though – the resigned curve of that massive back, the log-thick forearms resting heavy on his oaken thighs – his mood was easy to deduce, as one can walk amid a stand of trees and know that it is sombre. Grace cried openly throughout, although it turned into a laugh during the bit about how Jack would have romanced her given less years and more legs, which only made her weep the harder. As for Dennis, he remained dry-eyed because he wasn’t sure how grown-up and non-wooden men were meant to act when someone they were friends with died. He guessed that probably it wasn’t with uneasy shuffling or anguished facial tics, and wondered if there might be something wrong with him, beyond the things that he already knew about, like being too unstable for the army, or the lying to his loved ones, or, of course, the murder. He supposed that his stilted reaction might arise from not completely understanding yet that Jack was dead. After those months of dying, it was somehow unexpected.

The deciduous colossus went on to recount that there had been a hospital in Hampstead that Ironfoot had specified in the event of his precipitous decline. This had despatched an ambulance to bring him in, where he’d officially been declared dead upon arrival. Blincoe said he did not know of any funeral arrangements yet, but hoped he might be notified. He further told the pair that ‘Mistress Venables’ and ‘Mistress Benson’ were informed of Jack’s demise when they’d called at the John Snow earlier, and said that Ada had suggested Grace and Dennis come and visit her for tea one afternoon, perhaps a week that coming Sunday. After that, there didn’t seem to be a lot to say. They made their fond farewells to Gog, Grace hugging him despite her arms being too little to go all the way around, and then they both went back to Dennis’s and talked into the small hours about what had happened, how they’d been victorious and that was surely something. But it wasn’t Ironfoot.

October opened with a volley of election promises from Gaitskell’s Labour, and Macmillan’s lofty snub that if this was an auction then he was not in it. Dennis had a letter come from the New Musical Express requesting that he interview Joe Meek, since the producer had seemingly asked for him by name. He distantly supposed this was good news, but in the wake of cats and dwarves turned inside out and Ironfoot Jack’s evaporation, Dennis didn’t really have a personality at home to take it in. It felt as if both he and London were in limbo and adrift, waiting for something big to happen without knowing what it was, a nuclear war or a new dance. Friday the 2nd saw him make an apprehensive visit to the QT offices in Wardour Street, delivering his latest bundle of epistolary fictions, pages shuddering with the exploits of insatiable dowager duchesses and lucky plumbers. His plan was to fling these at Denise, snatch up his pay packet and run for it while she was startled. But on entering the magazine’s reception area, he realised that Denise was greatly changed: she was now perhaps ten years older, grey-haired, several inches shorter and, it turned out, a completely different woman called Yvonne, who was the publication’s new receptionist after Denise’s still-recent dismissal and her being subsequently taken into custody by the police. Yvonne elaborated.

‘I was told she’d had a business she was running from her flat for chaps who like it rough, and perverts and all that. You know, the kinky boots, the whips, the leather. Rubber willies. Makes my flesh crawl. Anyway, they found out she’d been propositioning QT’s contributors when one of them complained about her, although she’d been here for years, so there were very likely quite a few that hadn’t, ones who liked that kind of thing. I hope that you’re not one of them.’

Dennis assured Yvonne he wasn’t, passed his parcel of that kind of thing to her and, picking up his wages, told her it had been nice meeting her, when in truth it had only been peculiar. Resolving to take up that Joe Meek job for the New Musical Express and leave the generously endowed bingo callers and lesbian Women’s Institutes behind, he stepped out into the autumnal tang of car exhaust and tried to stop imagining Denise’s second job. Whips? Kinky boots? That other thing Yvonne had mentioned? When had that crept into daily London life, and why had no one thought to tell him?

An unusually animated Tolerable John, when Dennis called in at the Cheshire Cheese later that afternoon, had his own theories on the matter. ‘Well, it’s the Blitz, it’s obvious. Delayed response. The threat of death recedes and everybody gets obsessed by shagging. It’s what’s in the air, like Butler’s Obscene Publications Act. We’re loosening our stays and pulling down our trousers as a nation, Dennis. As a nation! This next decade coming up, you mark my words, it’ll be sex all over everywhere, perversions what we can’t imagine, in the papers, at the pictures! It’ll be a different planet, I can feel it. Fuck me, that pint went down fast. D’you want another one?’

Observing the reporter’s nibbled lips and tapping toes, Dennis reminded John that after his experiment with David Litvinoff’s pick-me-up deadline tablets, which he’d purchased so as not to blow his cover and then taken anyway, he’d said, ‘Never again.’ McAllister, in greatly speeded up succession, first looked guilty, then embarrassed, then defensive, shifty, angry, and at last apologetic. ‘Look, it’s just for deadlines, alright? Urgent ones, only there’s been a lot of them. This last few months, it’s all been very urgent. Let’s talk about something else. Is it your round or mine?’

And so they talked about a slew of something elses at a breakneck pace, or at least John did. The one-sided conversation covered Britain’s vacillations over Europe, Sooty, Khrushchev and the Berlin stand-off, Mini cars, conjectural government nuclear bunkers, and favourite varieties of Spangles, but it didn’t go within a hundred miles of Birmingham, so Dennis willingly endured it.

On October 7th, a particularly rainy Wednesday morning, Ironfoot Jack was buried, so everyone later learned, at Hampstead Cemetery on Fortune Green Road. Hardly anyone was there, by all accounts, save for a few embittered old Soho acquaintances to whom the King of the Bohemians had probably owed money. The day after was the general election, and Grace went with Dennis to the polling station at a school in Buxton Street, where they voted for Gaitskell but the Tories won, and the sole ray of light was that at least one of them was a woman, somebody called Thatcher up in Finchley. Both of them agreed that there should be more women in the House of Commons.

It was a tumultuous few days. On Friday, Dennis got notification from the library that the copy of Mervyn Peake’s Titus Alone which he’d reserved was now available. He rushed to pick it up, had read it by Saturday night and found it a huge disappointment. None of the familiar characters were in it save for Titus – he supposed the title might have indicated that if he’d paid more attention – and the nearest that the novel got to Gormenghast itself was close enough to hear its ceremonial cannons from the far side of a mountain ridge, but not to see it. He’d been looking forward to it for so long, like being old enough to drink or vote, and it had let him down. He felt a bit fed up with life except for Grace, and then on Sunday the 11th, at the week’s end, he and she went up to Shoreditch for their audience with Coffin Ada, which he didn’t honestly expect to make things any better.

The exterior of Lowell’s Books & Magazines was still in 1949. Like much of damaged London, the place hadn’t changed a hair in the preceding decade and, it being Sunday, still had the same cardboard LOSED sign dangling inside the locked shop door. Seeing it, Dennis felt a sentimental wince, like finding a beloved childhood teddy bear that age had made too hideous to look at.

The interior, though, was almost as disorienting as the Great When; more so, since the different city’s strangeness was by now a thing that Dennis was expecting. This, however, was the squalid literary dungeon he’d grown up in from the age of fourteen, and he didn’t recognise it. Everything repaired and painted, carpets and new furniture, so that Ada’s upsetting hellhole now resembled somewhere that somebody normal lived. They were invited in by the repointed Ada Benson with her startling teeth and clothes and human-looking hair, and by Commotion Venables in white shirt and a pair of navy overalls. It seemed Commotion was now living on the premises, but although this was a surprise, Dennis supposed that his old spare room would be vacant now, and that the genial if brutal mute had to live somewhere. He’d just never really thought about it, he supposed.

Ada made tea – in matching cups like Lady Muck, he noticed – and they sat and talked or coughed or nodded silently upon the late Jack Neave and, to a lesser extent, on the ordeal recently concluded, which both Ada and her live-in henchman had advisedly remained in ignorance about. After a while, Dennis’s former owner offered to take Grace upstairs for a tour of the house, now it had been done up, leaving him and Commotion to a largely gestural conversation in the living room. He didn’t mind, having become quite fond of the speechless enforcer since their violent introduction. Dennis said how nice the house looked now and asked how they had fixed it up, to which Ada’s new lodger gestured with one thumb towards her sternum and looked proud, albeit quietly so. Remembering all of a sudden the cloth bag of tools that Ada had proposed to torture Dennis with on their dramatic reacquaintance, he put two and two together and concluded that Commotion was a handywoman, as adroit at knocking up a cupboard as she was at knocking down a hired goon.

Meanwhile, upstairs, as Grace related between giggles later, Ada took a different view of the refurbishment. ‘Look what she’s cough cough cough cough fucking done to my cough cough cough fucking house! She’s a cough cough cough fucking bully and I’m like a fucking cough cough hostage! She makes sure I eat and everything, like a cough cough cough fucking tyrant! Don’t tell her I said that, or she’ll cough cough cough cough cough cough cough . . .’, and so on. By comparison, the chat and semaphore downstairs were relatively placid and sedate, although not uneventful.

Dennis and Commotion were comparing, through a mix of monologue and mime, their differing experiences of both living at Gibraltar Walk with Ada. Trying to be nice about his former landlady, Dennis remarked that Ada had been quite a looker in her – and the – twenties, to which Venables had raised her eyebrows, grinned and nodded in agreement. Wanting to keep up his end of their uneven dialogue, he added that of course, he knew that Ada’s stage name had been Lowell back then, to which Commotion frowned and shook her head. From the front pocket of her overalls she plucked a notepad and a stub of pencil, writing MAIDEN NAME in big block capitals before displaying it to Dennis. He stared at it blankly for a moment without fully taking in its meaning.

‘Lowell was her maiden name? So Benson is . . . I didn’t know that Ada had been married. What happened to Mr Benson, then? This is all news to me. Did he, I don’t know, did he die?’

Commotion’s clear blue eyes gazed meaningfully into Dennis’s, brows slightly raised and just the overture to a faint smile. She nodded slowly three times, as if solemnly affirming something to a notably slow-on-the-uptake child, then turned her face to profile and away from him, gazing off into empty space as if to signal a conclusion to their discourse. Only after several seconds did he realise that Commotion wasn’t staring into nothingness at all, but at the living room’s rear window or, rather, out through it at the mostly concreted backyard beyond, out past the outdoor khazi to the grim enclosure’s further end where there was only Ada’s inconveniently placed, built-up brick flowerbed, in which naught save already dead things grew. It was this shin-barking obstruction that Commotion’s cornflower scrutiny was focussed on, although there wasn’t anything to see, and the one thing of interest Dennis could recall about the lifeless plot was that it was reputedly where Coffin Ada had acquired her cognomen by burying alive someone who’d . . . oh.

The spousal murder penny having dropped, Dennis did not object when Grace, returned with Ada from upstairs and her hostage negotiations, tactfully declined a further pot of tea by saying she and Dennis should be heading back to her place if they didn’t want to miss The Brains Trust, asking if the transformed gargoyle ever watched it. Ada’s new face creased into her old contemptuous sneer. ‘It all depends on what you cough cough cough cough cough cough mean by watch.’ The pair walked back to Spitalfields, acquiring two helpings of cod, chips, mushy peas and batter bits along the way, trading the gossip from their separate conversations. Dennis asked Grace if Commotion had enough space, lodging in his former box room, and she stared at him in what seemed to be pity, mixed with disbelief that verged on wonderment. At last, she kissed him on the cheek and told him he was lovely, but as dense as Christmas cake. He had no idea what she meant by this, but in his efforts to pretend he did, he somehow ended up agreeing to make good on his long-standing promise to attend Raymond’s Revue Bar so that he could see Grace dance. They settled on a Saturday, November 21st, which was still weeks away and thus, in Dennis’s appraisal, wasn’t ever really going to arrive.

Anyway, there he was, dressed up in his best gear as a half-hearted Teddy boy and feeling desperately uncomfortable on his first visit to a strip club, even what was thought a relatively high-class strip club like Paul Raymond’s not-long-opened but extremely popular Revue Bar. Dennis nursed a morbidly expensive drink, trying to make it last because he wasn’t sure he had enough for the down payment on a second one, standing there in a squeeze of men assembled for the purpose of watching his precious girlfriend take her clothes off, which he’d come to think of as his privilege alone. He half watched the two acts preceding Grace’s, and felt much as he’d expected to about this kind of entertainment: women’s naked bodies were his favourite sight, better than sunsets or the sea, but only when worn as a sign of mutual attraction and enthusiasm, not as a transaction. Both the opening performers were good-looking women with pin-up physiques, but any prospect of arousal was – for Dennis, anyway – undercut by the likely fact that neither of the dancers would be doing this unless they needed to, with possibly a child back at the bedsit, or an idle partner who demanded their support, and economic gunpoint was still gunpoint, sexy as a concentration camp.

Assisting his uneasiness, his fellow audience members shuffled through the low-lit tinsel gloom about him, glasses half full and eyes largely empty. He’d commenced the evening feeling anger and disdain for every man in the establishment except himself, all vacant cattle who did not deserve to know what Grace’s nipples looked like. Then, a little later, he’d enjoyed perhaps ten minutes of self-satisfied superiority because he hadn’t to pay to find out what they looked like – well, yes, he’d paid at the door like everybody else, but he was different because he already knew. But, in the end, he’d just felt sorry for them all, for everybody. Sorry for the dancers, sorry for himself, sorry for the numb-looking clientele to whom a glimpse of unfamiliar fanny was the high point of their week. Rather than slobbering with lechery, as he’d imagined, they were in the main expressionless, so other men would have to guess at how excited or ashamed they were. Dennis was low in spirit, both his bosom and his glass, and he was just considering pawning his shoes to buy another drink when all at once there was a spotlight, and a new song through the speaker system, and his gorgeous bird.

She was so beautiful, she wasn’t even human any more. She had transformed herself with body make-up into an exquisite manikin of tinted porcelain, clown-white all over with candyfloss circles to denote her cheeks, three long black lashes drawn both above and below each of her wide, fixedly staring absinthe eyes. The fine port of her hair was braided into pigtail plaits that terminated in extravagant green bows, to match her gaze, to match the gingham plaid of her short frock, to match the round-toed buckled shoes she wore with calf-high socks. In trompe l’oeil detail at her knees and wrists and elbows, there were slotted joints and metal pins, and she stood, barely, in the white ice of the spotlight like an unstrung puppet, knock-kneed with its feet splayed awkwardly apart and arms that only dangled. Her head hung to one side, and beneath the salted flame of an unblinking stare, her lips were a pink hyphen, neither smiling nor dismayed, expressing absolutely nothing, eerily inanimate until the music started, and she moved.

The tune, it should go without saying, was Cliff Richard and the Drifters’ version of Lionel Bart’s ‘Living Doll’, and Dennis realised he’d been there at this routine’s inception, Grace’s twitchy jive that she’d contrived while watching Juke Box Jury and which he had interrupted with sexual intercourse. Resolving that he wouldn’t try that this time, Dennis stood transfixed with all the other blank-faced punters as his lover showed, decisively, what she could do.

One pale, ceramic arm abruptly twitched up at the elbow, forearm hanging and hand swinging slightly from a jointed wrist, as if a weighing-machine needle with its state of rest briefly disturbed. The other arm was next, and then the lolling head, the spine, the legs and feet clicking together with toy-soldier military precision, and Grace danced. Her moves were all exactly right while being the last thing that anyone would have expected, although more than that was going on. Here was a marionette, a finely crafted artefact with no will of its own, and moving only as compelled to entertain its audience, as acted by a Soho dancing girl whose living was essentially the same in every detail. And yet, looking at the spellbound crowd attending to each nerveless gesture, mesmerised, there was no doubt it was the puppet that was in control, a masterful performing of compliance. And it wasn’t just her loveliness that held the longing onlookers, though that was undeniable. It was the mask-like features, which did not consent nor yet deny. It was the unrelenting power and beauty of her art.

She tipped and dipped, and all the life of London was between her generous thighs, its uproar and its incident caught in the pendulum swing of her copper braids that at their tips had oxidised to pretty ribbons, its neon affairs and treacheries reflected in her inexpressive, painted glance . . .

. . . and Rachman sat there in the Roller, out behind the Latin Quarter Club in Soho, calmly thinking his tense situation through. He’d not survived two labour camps without knowing when he should cut his losses, and his East End business rival clearly wasn’t going to go away. If he wanted to put an end to the intimidation out in Notting Hill and Paddington, he’d have to give them something. Perhaps Esmerelda’s Barn, the club he’d had his eye on up at Wilton Place in fashionable Knightsbridge. That should satisfy their high-society ambitions, and then Peter could discreetly disengage, could sell his properties in Notting Hill for a nice profit to their tenants, and be rid of all the trouble, all the headlines. That was when his status symbol’s rear door opened and the stocky man, with both brows growing into one, and an unfortunate breast pocket handkerchief, got in. Peter was frightened, as was only sensible, but was too seasoned a professional to show it. Grudgingly, he asked, ‘Where to?’ ‘Over to Vallance Road, Fort Vallance as we call it. I want you to meet my mum,’ said Ronald Kray, his anthracite eyes meeting Peter’s in the rear-view mirror . . .

. . . and Grace tilted, twirled, flopped forward, hinging at the waist so her green gingham shoulder straps dropped down around her arms, whereon both breasts debuted as if by accident, and still her factory-fixed expression didn’t flicker. ‘Got to do my best to please her just ’cause she’s a living doll’, with all the quarter century of her hair-raising life distilled in every elegantly stilted motion, all those urban years and dramas captured in her swooping, swelling, swivelling lines . . .

. . . and Joe’s mind were all gold bells in a row, like on the one-armed bandits. Drifting like a dream, he was, down Holloway Road in his Sunbeam, on his Preludin, with lights and people everywhere and his new music what he’d just recorded, I Hear a New World, playing behind eyes bright as marbles. The things that he’d heard when he was in the other place, the sounds what he thought he could reproduce, he knew he’d hit the jackpot, and that pop records in the approaching decade would be out this world! Of course, there were that funny-looking book what the girl riding on a skeleton had given him, what he weren’t supposed to tell no one about, but it gave Joe a feeling in his stomach and he thought he might get someone to look after it, so that he didn’t have to have it in the house. Other than that, though, it were bloody marvellous. Success were coming out the sky, she’d told him, like it was a mighty whirlwind, and he thought he’d just seen the right place for that to happen, the new home and studio he’d been searching for. He’d spotted upstairs rooms for rent, a little further up Holloway Road, what looked like they’d be just the ticket. Perhaps all that weird malarkey up in Highbury Fields were giving him a sign that he should move in around here. He knew inside himself, inside his Sunbeam, on his Preludin, that it would be the sharpest move he ever made. The woman formed from winking fairy lights had offered him a whole new sound, a whole new future stretching off to the horizon. She was like an angel, surely, bringing only good, and why she rode about on all them mouldy rotten bones he couldn’t tell you for the life of him . . .

. . . while in her tube of radiance, Grace artfully collapsed, was sharply tugged back to her feet by an imaginary puppeteer, a physical ineptitude impossible without unwavering bodily control. She moved like flesh and bone and something other, something reminiscent of the way light dances on the walls of swimming pools, her nipples stiff with all the city’s circumstances, hard with history . . .

and at the skirts of Higherbury Barn – its priory burning and unburning, visible between her shifting traceries that jump and flare as though scratched into film emulsion – Slenderhorse sits side-saddle upon a creature which does not remember being Atlas . . . her intelligence is like the clockwork of a billion-year chronometer, and accident unfolds according to her fearful choreography . . . each diamond gear and balance in the action of her stupefying wager moves precisely, turning like her key, whose spoor lures the required Arcana into Notting Hill Sublime and unlocks riot and carnival in the short streets beneath . . . or the exquisite engineering over decades of her feint, her bluff, her sleight-of-hand distraction with the little killer, memorably grotesque and seizing everyone’s attention while the real breach occurs elsewhere, overlooked, unseen and, more importantly, unheard . . . she’s breached the very sound of the Great When to the inferior world, leaked through the conduit of a short-lived yet spectacular producer, and of course she gave him something else as well, a keepsake of his visit that won’t play a part until much later in her catastrophic symphony . . . the jiggling filaments arrange themselves into a gambler’s smile, knowingly confident whatever the true situation, but the race she’s trying to fix is human and all bets are off . . .

. . . so Grace twizzled and turned on unseen ties, her centrifugal skirt provoking a sharp intake of collective breath from the spectators as they comprehended that she wore no knickers, but were silenced by the lifeless impassivity of her immobile china face, without a hint of self, dehumanised and cancelled, mutely asking wasn’t this what everybody wanted, wasn’t this the wooden emptiness that they desired? Her pubic triangle was a colonial flag she’d planted in their dreams . . .

. . . and bright as a detergent packet, the Imago of the Mode purred down Beak, Lexington, Old Compton Street, past the 2i’s Coffee Bar, the Two Eyes – you’d sometimes see Cliff Richard there or Tommy Steele – a subsequent Maurice hatched out a month or two before expected, but to tell the truth, his cycles had been all over the place just lately. Gliding through Saturday streets that gaped at him gone out, he sat up straight astride a Triumph Tigress scooter, Union Jack carefully painted on its front, its mudguard, and more mirrors than Versailles, a branching tree of steel with broad leaves of half-silvered glass. Calendar’s complicated hide resembled now a pink Ben Sherman shirt whose collar had a single button at the back, a thin blue leather tie, a smart suit – no seven-and-six him – with a bumfreezer box jacket, Weejun loafers and blue RAF coat to protect his epidermal outfit from oil, muddy spatters or the spittle of the envious, its pockets stuffed with appetite depressant Durophet. Flicking the neat fringe of his collar-length coiffure out of sartorially judgemental eyes, Maurice babbled new language to himself, informing all and sundry that they’d really got him now, he couldn’t explain but he’d got his mojo working and so it was ready, steady, go and he was talking about regeneration. The style lepidopteran ascended Greek Street towards Oxford Street, which was how the whole mod phenomenon emerged from Soho during 1959 . . .

. . . but back at the Revue Bar, Grace was wrapping up her act, notional tethers snapping one by one, until by the song’s end she was a broken and collapsed thing, splayed ungainly in the white light and no longer crying, walking, sleeping, talking, doing anything; a doll still, but no longer living. Then, like a released spring, she jumped upright and the abject manikin was gone. Her crème de menthe eyes melted into animation from unseeing glass, and the indifferent pink line of her lips curled up into a smug, triumphant smile. The audience, transformed throughout to marble by a striptease act that could transcend her glorious tits, here ventured several raucous cheers and sounds of slurred but genuine appreciation, an applause all but unheard of in that thankless line of work. As she was walking with an air of quiet pleasure from the stage, she caught Dennis’s awestruck eye and grinned at him, brimming with satisfaction. Now he knew her.

He collected her from the stage door, both wrapped up warm in the November cold, and Dennis lashed out on a cab to take them back to Aldgate, a ride cosier and kissier than the last time that he and Grace had shared a taxi. Back at his place, sex was like an act of worship, twice, in startlingly quick succession. Afterwards, before she fell asleep still wearing that contented smile, he said he thought he loved her, and she paused a moment then replied that there was no one she loved more than him, which wasn’t quite what he had hoped for, but much more than he had feared.

Asleep against his side, even her soft snore was adorable. He stared, eyes still wide with amazement, at the ceiling directly above his bed, comparing different densities of dark and contemplating all variety of things. Foremost amongst these, possibly surprisingly, he reconsidered Mervyn Peake’s Titus Alone, that he’d dismissed too harshly and perhaps too quickly. He was twenty-eight now, with a girlfriend and a place to live and the beginnings of a job, and he was old enough, he thought, to see what Peake was getting at. It was loss, wasn’t it? It was the way that everyone, inevitably, loses Gormenghast, loses the endless, ritualistic, haunted castle they grew up in. Austin Spare was gone, Jack Neave too, and effectively Prince Monolulu. The depressing Shoreditch hovel he’d grown up in was perfectly habitable now, nice even, and his foul-mouthed, horrid landlady had been replaced by a presentable woman in later life who you would never think, to look at her, was still foul-mouthed and horrid. And it wasn’t only Ada. Other London ruins were being discreetly tidied up and renovated, everywhere you looked. If Tolerable John was right, even the open wound of Cripplegate, that bled pink willowherb, would soon be lost beneath a grandiose new development, the vanished district, and conceivably its true name, doubly erased and gone for good, twice over, all because the Problem of Existence was Existence.

And so everybody ended up in exile, amongst strangers, and would never glimpse again that world beyond the present’s insurmountable rock ridge, but could, if they were lucky, catch the distant echo of its ceremonial guns. The room of roots and the bedchamber full of birds were gone.

Which left a present and a future that felt sometimes alien and uncertain, certainly in Dennis’s own case. He had, after the previous year, reluctantly accepted that however his relationship with Grace worked out, however well it went for him at the New Musical Express, he wouldn’t ever have the prospect of a normal life. The two of them were now the Great When’s only human agents – him, especially, with Grace avoiding the long city – and presumably, to judge from Spare and Neave and Monolulu, there would never come a time when he could finally relax and know the other town was done with him. It didn’t matter how happy or comfortable his life turned out. He’d always know, he realised with a sinking heart, that any day might bring a summons from that terrifying place, an invitation to plunge once again into its harrowing and mind-corroding flood.

He was starting to get the hang of this.
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The Old Man at the End

It’s a November Friday, dark by six with diamonds on the breath. Puffing and trying not to hobble, out into the blurring jewellery of Charing Cross Road from the warmth of Murder One, the crime and mystery bookshop run by Maxim Jakubowski, novelist himself, one of the admirable crewmen aboard Michael Moorcock’s 1960s SF magazine, New Worlds. If Max is on the premises, sometimes they’ll chat, but not tonight. With red, black and white plastic carrier bag in hand, there is some prudent hesitation at the kerb, waiting for a sufficient gap in the cascading flood of lights to safely shuffle to the road’s far side. The cars aren’t even travelling particularly fast, for fuck’s sake.

This is a rare journey out from Gosset Street, attempted to find out if it’s still possible as much as anything, although the purchases that dangle in their stylish carrier provide adequate motive, excuse or reward. After two years of Tony Blair, it doesn’t seem unreasonable to be going through a homicidal phase, at least in current literary tastes, and in the bag is the third volume of George Pelecanos’s impressive Washington DC quartet, The Sweet Forever, long-awaited, eagerly anticipated. Getting home to Shoreditch, snug behind a locked front door, with central heating up a notch, the other half of last night’s shepherd’s pie and then immersion in lives, places, times, crimes other than the present ones in this stage-managed crawl towards millennium. Having something to look forward to is, these days, such a precious novelty, it makes the wearying excursion worth it.

Gets halfway across and pauses at the little island, luck pushed far enough already. Waiting for another lull in the illuminated flood and catching breath before it gets away for good, thinking about George Pelecanos, a last-year discovery and passion ever since. The interest would wane, of course, as these book fads inevitably did, but while caught in their throes, they were a reason to keep living, as pathetic as that sounds. The thing with Pelecanos, at least from this reader’s point of view, is the effect he gets from setting his series of novels in one city, with an overlapping or interconnected cast, but across several decades. That last book, King Suckerman, for instance, is almost a tribute to the blaxploitation movies of the 1970s. Of course, a great deal of this heartfelt admiration is for somebody attempting a quartet of books from someone who has only managed to grind out a trilogy, and – there’s a break in traffic. Better take advantage of it.

Gains the further pavement, but not quickly enough to prevent some brash young person in an SUV from honking irritably, fucking twat. Manages what might hopefully resemble an insouciant totter, navigating the oncoming human tide apologetically, and carries on down Charing Cross Road, shooting frequent glances back across the shoulder with an eye out for an empty eastbound cab that isn’t Shoreditch shy. The bobbing balloon faces in the autumn crowd all seem unnaturally smooth and standardised, jet moulded almost, and although they most probably individually adhere to a wide spectrum of political and ethical beliefs, en masse it looks like the New Labour landslide rumbling up the street, burying everything in oleaginous self-satisfaction. Making matters worse, out from an open shop door or car window – the increasing deafness makes it hard to tell – there issue the grandiloquent descending strings of ‘You Only Live Twice’, quite stirring for a moment before realisation dawns that this is a mere sample used in fin-du-siècle favourite ‘Millennium’, performed by rubber-featured Robbie Williams, an escapee from Take That, although the century seems to be hastening as it approaches its conclusion and it’s sometimes difficult to keep up with who any of these people are. Continuing towards St Martin’s and the Strand, where there’ll be cabs aplenty, it occurs that next year is the year 2000, and it all immediately feels like disappointing science fiction.

Actually, thinking about it, that’s most probably the reason for this current personal trend as regards American crime fiction, when for a long time the tendency’s been more to fantasy and the uncertain aftermath of cyberpunk: after that big a build-up, the long-promised future, like whatever’s going to feature inside the Millennium Dome, can only be a shoddy let-down. No transporter beams, just cars, more plentiful and somehow with more hostile radiator-grill expressions, meaner headlights. At least tales of violent crimes in Florida or Harlem – also in the bag are Carl Hiaasen and perennial favourite Chester Himes – aren’t going to leave their audiences with unreasonable expectations.

So, the usual torrent of inconsequential thoughts to keep the consequential ones at bay, but passing by the mouth of Cecil Court there comes a plaintive ‘Anybody got some change?’ from an unlucky figure sitting part-way up the relatively narrow passage, back against its southmost wall, and straight away the reverie is ruptured as real-world responsibilities intrude. The worst thing about this ongoing deluge of complacent Cool Britannia shit is all those who no longer even have a roof to shield them from it. It might not be quite so harrowing without the sense that homelessness is a deliberate fiscal policy, as good as. All those City bonuses, and the best place to put them is in property, which pushes housing prices up, growing both the economy and the already sizeable community who go to bed in doorways, where they are insulted, pissed on, beaten up, occasionally set fire to, hosed down by police if they should sleep during the hours of darkness. How is anybody with an ounce of anything inside them meant to blithely walk past all this desperate human need, day after day, without feeling a gradual erosion of the heart and soul; without an automatic guilty fumbling in coat pockets for some pound or two-pound coins to momentarily alleviate another creature’s suffering, which is what’s going on right now.

Numb fingers groping, trying to distinguish between two pence and two pounds, shuffles unsteadily into the almost too quaint cut-through to St Martin’s Lane, with Watkins’s famous occult bookshop on the right, and to the left is Marchpane – an archaic word for marzipan, if Swiss-cheese recollection serves correct – with its array of vintage children’s publications. There is a surprisingly sharp memory of buying a book illustrated by the elegant Kay Nielsen there, perhaps the artist’s In Powder and Crinoline, for live-in girlfriend Sally (1983–1991). Approaching the hunched social cast-off at a glacial pace that is the only pace available, it is apparent that of all the economic spectres crouched by bustling consumer thoroughfares, of all the Banquos at this Marks & Spencer’s melting-middle capitalist banquet, this one looks particularly young. No more than twenty-three or -four, not out of adolescence yet and life messed up already from the look of it, a scrawny kid on the cold flags against Watkins’s front wall with Marchpane just across the way, stranded between childhood and magic.

This one, an uncommon sight these days, appears to be a washed-up raver, an anachronism whose illegal heyday was all over getting on ten years back with repetitive beats banned and crackdowns on rustic all-nighters. Dirty black hair, jaw-length with a centre parting, and some grubby three-day stubble on the chin that doesn’t look designer. Coming-to-bits trainers that must once have been the latest thing, black jeans, a sweat-ringed Shamen T-shirt worn beneath some sort of loudly patterned knitted coat that’s stained by grass, spilled drinks and what is hopefully mud, referee’s whistle plus a baby’s dummy hung around his neck, and in one hand a gone-out glow stick with its radioactive half-life long expired. Not looking up to see the concerned stranger struggling towards him, once again there comes his broken, tremulous appeal: ‘Who’s got some change? Please, any change at all. Acieeeeeed!’ Drug casualty, then, badly injured by a crippling trip, sanity borne off by a flock of Doves. The gap between weekends of an ecstatic dervish union and crushing council-estate Mondays widens to a chasm of amphetamine psychosis, and those dancing closest to the edge fall in.

Standing right up beside the homeless youngster now, if you can call it standing, holding out one lined palm so the tremble’s hardly noticeable, getting on six quid in chunky coins there at its centre. ‘Here you are, mate. Get yourself some grub, yeah?’ The young derelict looks up, bewildered.

‘What? No, no, I don’t need money. Acieeeeeed! I need change. I’ve had no change in ages. Where’s it all gone? I’m still on one. I’ve been on it since the eighties. All I’m asking is a bit of change.’

There is a stomach drop as it becomes apparent this one’s too far gone to help, and might even be dangerous, especially to someone for whom climbing stairs, increasingly, is dangerous. Begins to back away by faltering inches, one frail hand held up placatingly, and in the voice a previously unnoticed nervousness, an older person’s apprehensive quaver, ‘Sorry. Sorry to disturb you, mate. I’ll leave you to it.’ Backing away faster now, because there’s something wrong here, something that feels weirder than the prospect of a punch-up in this charming, lamplit backstreet. Turns, with elderly chest hammering, and starts to wobble the few feet back to the reassuringly banal pedestrian rush of Charing Cross Road, leaving the unnerving, damaged youth behind.

But it’s the cultural castaway’s last anguished warble that provides the panicked impetus to stumble out into the heedless throng, a controlled forward fall that is a substitute for running, to flag down a passing taxi and sit in a state of speechless terror all the way to Gosset Street. That final reedy outcry, drifting out from Cecil Court not far behind, is not a curse or threat, nor even one more disconcerting repetition of ‘Acieeeeeed’, but rather is a single softly spoken word, a startled question.

‘Dennis?’

[image: ]
Tim Perkins, Paule van Wijngaarden and Alan Moore talking about Joe Meek and Slender Horse at The Garage, Highbury 1997 – film still by Gimpo
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