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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.
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