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Annotation

This story uncovers suburbia's darkest secrets — mostly in The Flying Swan, a
cosmic Rovers Return where Neville the barman and Archroy, owner of five
magic beans, do battle with beasts of the occult and in particular the rather
unpleasant Pope Alexander VI, the last of the Borgias.

Prologue

A long finger of early spring sunshine poked down between the flatblocks and
reached through the dusty panes of the Flying Swan’s saloon bar window,
glistening off a pint beer glass and into the eye of Neville, the part-time barman.

Neville held the glass at arms’ length and examined it with his good eye. It
was very clean, small rainbows ran about its rim. It was a good shape too,
gently rising to fill the hand with an engagingly feminine bulge. Very nice. There
was a lot of joy to be had in the contemplation of a pint glass; in terms of plain
reality of course, there was a deal more to be had in the draining of one.

The battered Guinness clock above the bar struck a silent 11 o’clock. Once
its chimes had cut like a butcher’s knife through the merry converse of the
Swan’s patrons. But it had been silent now these three long years, since Jim
Pooley had muted it with a well-aimed pint pot. These days its lame thuds went
unheeded and Neville was forced to more radical methods for clearing the bar
come closing. Even the most drunken of revellers could understand a blow to
the skull from the knobkerry he kept below the bar counter.

At the last thud of the Guinness clock Neville replaced the dazzling glass.
Lifting the hinged bar top, he sidled towards the saloon-bar door. The Brentford
sun glinted upon his Brylcreemed scalp as he stood nobly framed in that
famous portal, softly sniffing the air. Buses came and went in the morning
haze, bound for exotic destinations west of London. An unfragrant miasma
drifted from the Star of Bombay Curry Garden, sparrows along the telephone
lines sang the songs their parents had taught them. The day seemed dreamy
and calm.

Neville twitched his sensitive nostrils. He had a sudden strange premonition
that today was not going to be like any other.

He was dead right.



Jim Pooley, that despoiler of pub clocks, sat in the Memorial Library, pawing
over ancient tomes in a never-ending search for the cosmic truths which might
lead a man along the narrow winding pathway towards self-fulfilment and
ultimate enlightenment. “Looking up form and keeping out of the rain” was
what the Head Librarian called it. “Mr Pooley,” she said, in those hushed yet
urgent tones affected by those of her station. “Mr Pooley, why don’t you take
your paper around to the bookie’s and there study in an atmosphere which
must surely be more conducive to your purposes?”

Pooley, eyes fixed upon his paper as if in a trance, mouthed, “You have a
wonderful body on you there, Mrs Naylor.”

Mrs Naylor, who lip-read every word as she had done upon a thousand other
such occasions, reddened slightly but maintained her dignity. “Why can’t you
look at the books once in a while just to keep up appearances?”

“l have books of my own,” said Jim silently, “but I come here to absorb the
atmosphere of this noble edifice and to feast my eyes upon your supple limbs.”

“You haven’t even a ticket, Mr Pooley.”

“Give us a French kiss,” said Jim loudly.

Mrs Naylor fled back to her desk and Pooley was left to his own devices. His
eyes swept over the endless columns of racehorses. Somewhere he knew, amid
this vast assortment, existed six horses which would win today at good odds,
and if placed in a “Yankee” accumulator would gross £250,000 at the very least.
Such knowledge, of course, is generalized, and it is the subtle particularities of
knowing which horses to choose that make the thing difficult.

Pooley licked the end of his Biro, especially blessed by Father Moity for the
purpose. He held it up to the shaft of sunlight which had suddenly and
unexpectedly appeared through an upper window. Nearly spent, more than half
of its black life-fluid ebbed away, and upon what? Upon ill-considered betting
slips, that was upon what. Pooley sighed, his concentration gone. The delicate
balance had been upset, and all through Mrs Naylor’s chatter.

Oh well, thought Pooley, the sun is now over the yardarm. He rose from his
seat, evoking a screech from the rubber-soled chair legs which cut Mrs Naylor
like a rapier’s edge. He strode purposefully towards the door, and on reaching it
turned upon his heel. “I shall be around then this evening directly your
husband has departed for his night shift,” he announced.

Mrs Naylor fainted.

* * * * *

As Neville stood in the door of the Flying Swan musing upon the day’s
peculiarity, a beggar of dreadful aspect and sorry footwear shuffled towards him
from the direction of Sprite Street and the Dock. He noted quite without
thinking that an air of darkness and foreboding accompanied this lone
wanderer.

“Ugh,” said Neville. He felt twin shudders originate within his monogrammed
carpet slippers, wriggle up the hairs of his legs and meet in the small of his
back, where as one united shudder they continued upwards, finally (although
all this took but a second or two) travelling out of the top of his head leaving
several strands of Brylcreem defying gravity. Neville felt a sudden need to cross
himself, and performed that function with somewhat startled embarrassment.

He returned to the bar to await the arrival of the solitary traveller. Time
passed however, and no such shadow darkened the Swan’s doorway. Neville



sloped over to the door and gazed cautiously up the street. Of ill-omened
tramps the street was empty.

Neville scratched his magnificent nostrils with a nicotined finger and
shrugged grandiloquently. “Now there’s a thing,” he said to himself.

“Could I have a glass of water please?” said a voice at his elbow.

Neville controlled his bladder only by the merest of lucky chances. “Lord save
me,” he gasped, turning in shock to the quizzical face of the materialized tramp.

“Sorry, did I startle you?” asked the creature with what seemed to be genuine
concern. “It’s a bad habit of mine, I really must control it.”

By this time Neville was back behind the bar, the top bolted shut and his
shaking hands about glass and whisky optic. “What do you want?”

“A glass of water, if | may.”

“This isn’t a municipal bloody drinking fountain,” said Neville gruffly. “This is
an alehouse.”

“My apologies,” said the tramp. “We have I think got off to a rather poor start.
Perhaps I might have a pint of something.”

Neville downed his large whisky with a practised flick of the wrist and
indicated the row of enamel silver-tipped beer pumps. “State your preference,”
he said and here a note of pride entered his voice. “We have a selection of eight
ales on pump. A selection which exceeds Jack Lane’s by four and the New Inn
by three. I think you will find it a hard business to out-rival the Swan in this
respect.”

The tramp seemed fascinated by this intelligence. “Eight, eh?” He walked
slowly the length of the bar past the eight gleaming enamel sentinels. His right
forefinger ran along the brass rim of the bar top and to Neville’s horror deftly
removed the polish, leaving in its place a trail like that of a slug. Halting at the
end he became suddenly aware of Neville’s eyes and that the barman was
involuntarily clenching and unclenching his fists.

“Sorry,” he said, raising his finger and examining it with distaste, “again I
have blotted my copybook.”

Neville was about to reach for his knobkerry when the friendly and
reassuringly familiar figure of Jim Pooley appeared through the bar door
whistling a tuneless lament and tapping his right knee with his racing paper.
Jim mounted his very favourite bar stool with time-worn ease and addressed
Neville with a cheery “Mine will be a pint of Large please, Neville, and good
morning.”

The part-time barman dragged his gaze from the unsightly tramp and drew
Jim Pooley a fine glass of the true water.

“Ah,” said Jim, having drained half in a single draught, “the first one is
always the finest.” Pushing the exact amount across the bar top for fear that
prices might have risen overnight, he sought anew the inspiration, his by divine
right, that had so recently been denied him in the Memorial Library.

“I feel a winner coming on,” he said softly. This was occasionally a means of
getting a free top-up at this hour of the day.

Neville made no reply.

“I think this might well be the big one,” continued Jim. Neville maintained a
stony silence. He did not appear to be breathing.

“l wouldn’t be at all surprised if...” At this point Jim Pooley looked up from
his paper and caught sight of the part-time barman’s ghastly aspect.
“Whatever’s up, Neville?”



Neville clutched at his breath. “Did you see him leave?” he stuttered.

“Who leave? I didn’t see anybody.”

“He...” Neville peered over the bar top at the brass rim. It shone as unsullied
and pristine as it had done when he had polished it not fifteen minutes
previous.

“A tramp.”

“What tramp?”

Neville decanted himself another large scotch and threw it down his throat.

“Well I never noticed any tramp,” said Jim Pooley, “although, and you’ll think
this ridiculous when I tell you.”

“What?” said Neville shakily.

“Well, when I came in here just now I felt the strangest of compunctions, I
felt as if I wanted to cross myself.”

Neville did not reply.

* * * * *

A scratch of the bell, a screech of brakes, a rattle of front wheel against kerb
and a hearty “Hi-O-Silver” and John Omally had arrived at the Flying Swan.
“You stay here and enjoy the sun, I'll be out later,” he told his bike, and with a
jovial “God save all here and mine’s a pint of Large please, Neville” he entered
the bar.

Neville watched his approach closely, and noted to his satisfaction that
Omally showed no inclination whatever towards crossing himself. Neville pulled
the Irishman a pint and smiled contentedly to himself as Omally pushed the
exact amount of change across the counter.

“How’s yourself then, Jim?” said Omally.

“I feel a winner coming on,” Pooley confided loudly.

“Now is that a fact, then it’s lucky you are to be sure.” Omally accepted his
pint and drained half in three gulps.

“You are late today,” said Pooley by way of conversation.

“I had a bit of bike trouble over on the allotment, Marchant and I were not
seeing eye to eye.”

Pooley nodded. “Your bike Marchant would be all the better for the
occasional squirt of Three-in-One and possibly a visit to a specialist once in a
while.”

“Certainly the old lad is not what he was. I had to threaten him with
premature burial before I could get it out that he needed new front brake blocks
and a patch on his back tyre.”

“Bikes are not what they were,” said Jim. He finished his pint. “This one’s
done for,” he said sadly.

“Seems so,” said John Omally.

“Whose shout is it?” said Jim.

“Whose was it last time?” said John.

Jim Pooley scratched his head. “There you have me,” said himself.

“l think you were both buying your own,” said Neville, who had heard such
discussions as these go on for upwards of an hour before one of these stalwarts
cracked under the pressure.

“Lend me a pound John,” said Jim Pooley.

“Away into the night boy,” the other replied.

“We’ll call it ten bob then.”

“We’ll call it a good try and forget about it.”



Jim Pooley grudgingly patted his pockets, to the amazement of all present
including himself he withdrew a pound note. Neville pulled Jim Pooley another
pint and taking the pound note with both hands he carried it reverently to the
till where he laid it as a corpse to rest. Jim Pooley counted and recounted his
change. The terrible knowledge that Jim had the price of two more pints within
his very pockets made Omally more companionable than ever.

“So how’s tricks, then, Jim?” asked the Irishman, although his eyes were
unable to tear themselves away from Pooley’s waistcoat pocket.

“l have been experiencing a slight cash flow problem,” said Pooley. “In fact, I
am on my way now to pay several important and pressing debts which if
payment was deferred by even minutes might spell doom to certain widely
known political figures.”

“Ah, you were always a man of strong social conscience, Jim.”

Pooley nodded sagely. “You yourself are a man of extraordinary perception at
times, John.”

“I know how to call a spade,” said John Omally.

“That you do.”

Whilst this fascinating conversation was in progress Neville, who had now
become convinced that the ill-favoured tramp had never left the Flying Swan
but was hiding somewhere within awaiting closing time to rifle the till, was
bobbing to and fro about the bar squinting into dark and obscure corners and
straining his eyes about the upper portions of the room. He suddenly became
aware that he was being observed.

“Ill just go and check the pumps,” he muttered, and vanished down the
cellar steps.

Pooley and Omally drank a moment in silence. “He has been having visions,”
said Jim.

“Has he?” said John. “An uncle of mine used to have visions. Said that a
gigantic pig called Black Tony used to creep up on him and jog his arm when he
was filling in his betting slips — blamed that pig for many a poor day’s sport, did
my uncle.”

“It’s tramps with Neville,” Jim confided.

“What, nudging his arm and that?”

“No, just appearing like.”

“Oh.”

The two prepared to drink again in silence but found their glasses empty.
With perplexity they faced each other.

“It’s time I was away about my business,” said Jim, rising to his feet.

“Will you not be staying to have one more before you go?” John asked.
Neville, rising like a titan from the cellar depths, caught this remark; being a
publican, he was inured against most forms of sudden shock.

“Same again lads?” he asked.

“Two of similar,” said John.

Jim eyed him with open suspicion.

“Ten and six,” said Neville pulling two more pints.

“Jim,” said John.

“John?” said Jim.

“l don’t quite know how to put this, Jim.”

Jim raised his right hand as in benediction; Neville thought for one ghastly
moment that he was going to cross himself. “John,” said Jim, “John, I know



what you are going to say, you are going to say that you wish to buy me a
drink, that in fact it would be an honour for you to buy me a drink and that
such would give you a pleasure that like good friendship is a jewel without
price. You are going to say all this to me, John, because you have said it all
before, then when you have made these eloquent and endearing remarks you
will begin to bewail your lot, to curse the fates that treat you in so shabby a
manner, that harass and misuse you, that push you to the very limits of your
endurance, and which by their metaphysical and devious means deprive you of
your hard and honestly earned pennies, and having done so you will confess
supreme embarrassment, implore the very ground to swallow you up and
possibly shed the occasional deeply felt tear, then and only then you will beg,
impeach, implore and with supreme dignity of stature approach me for the loan
of the very ten shillings and sixpence most recently mentioned by our esteemed
bar lord here.

“l am conscious that this request for funds will be made in the most polite
and eloquent fashion and that the wretchedness you will feel when it will be a
profound and poignant thing to behold and so considering all this and
considering that Neville is not a man well known for offering credit and that you
are my noblest friend and that to attempt to drink and run as it were would
bring down a social stigma upon both our heads I will gladly pay for this
round.”

Omally stood, head bowed, during this touching oration. No more words were
spoken and Neville received the ten and sixpence in a duly respectful manner.
The two drained their glasses and Jim excused himself quietly and vanished off
into the direction of the bookie shop.

Neville pushed Jim’s glass into the washer and spoke softly to the pensive
Omally. “You have a good friend there in that Jim Pooley,” he said.

John nodded. “God moves in mysterious circles,” he said.

“How so?”

“Well” — and here John Omally drained his pint glass to the bottom — “I was
touched to my very soul by Jim’s remarks over the purchase of these drinks but
strange as the man is he mistook the remark that I made to him completely.”

“Oh?” said Neville.

“Yes,” said John. “I had no intention of borrowing the price of a drink
whatever.”

“What then?” said Neville.

“l merely thought to mention to him in as discreet a manner as possible that
his flies were undone, but I shan’t bother now.”

John Omally offered Neville all his best for the time of day and left the bar.

2

Archroy had rented the section of allotment land nearest to the viaduct ever
since it had been bequeathed to him five years before by a half-forgotten uncle.
Each night during the season he would come from his shift at the wiper works
and sit in the doorway of his hut smoking his pipe and musing about the
doings of the day. Omally owned two adjacent strips, having won one of them
from Peg’s husband at the paper shop, and old Pete had a further one.



Over in the corner was the untouched plot that had once belonged to
Raymond, who in a previous episode had been snatched away into outer space
by the invisible star creatures from Alpha Centauri. You could see a lot of life
on an allotment.

This particular warm spring evening Archroy lazed upon an orange box
smoking the blend of his taste and thinking that the world would be a better
place if there was a bounty put upon the heads of gypsy car-dealers. Not that
he had anything against them in general, but in particular he was very
resentful. Archroy was not only the tenant of an allotment, he was also a man
of marriage. Archroy’s marriage was a nebulous affair, he working day shifts
and his wife working nights. Their paths rarely crossed. Omally thought this
was the ideal state of wedded bliss and prayed for a woman who might wed him
then take a job overseas.

Archroy accepted the acclaim of his fellows for choosing so wisely, but
privately he was ill at ease. Certainly he saw little of his wife, but of her
workings and machinations the catalogue was endless. Archroy kept coming
home to find new furniture and carpets; one day he stuck his head up in the
roof and discovered that his loft had been insulated. Strangely, Archroy was
never asked by his wife to contribute to any of these extravagant ventures.
Possibly because he rarely saw the woman, but mainly he suspected, because
an alien hand was at work in his stuccoed semi-detached. He suspected that
his wife had a lover, in fact not one lover but many. Archroy had an inkling that
his wife was putting it about a bit.

He had found five minutes one evening just as they were changing shifts to
interview his suspect spouse. Archroy had noticed that his old Morris Minor,
which his wife described as “an eyesore”, was no longer upon its blocks in the
garage but seemed to have cried “horse and hattock” and been carried away by
the fairies.

“Woman,” he addressed his wife, for he had quite forgotten her name,
“woman, where is my car?”

“Gone,” said she, straightening her headscarf in the mock rococo hall mirror.
“l have sold your car and if you will pardon me saying so I have made a
handsome profit.”

Archroy stiffened in his shirtsleeves. “But I was working on that car, it
needed but an engine and a few wheels and I would have had it working!”

“A truck came and took it away,” said his wife.

Archroy pulled at his hair. “Where’s my car gone to, who took it?”

“It was a gypsy,” said his wife.

“A gypsy, you part with my priceless car to a damned gyppo?”

“I got a good price.”

Archroy blew tobacco smoke down his nose and made himself cough.

“It’s on the mantelpiece in a brown envelope,” said his wife, smearing gaudy
red lipstick about her upper lip.

Archroy tore into the front room and tore open the envelope. Pouring the
contents into his hand he found five brown beans. “What? What?” Archroy
began to foam at the mouth. “Beans?”

“He assured me that they were magic beans,” his wife said, slamming the
door behind her.

Thus it was that Archroy sat this particular evening in the doorway of his
allotment shed, bewailing his lot and cursing not only car dealers but untrue
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wives and all those born of romany extraction. “Magic beans,” he grimaced as
he turned the offenders over in his palm. “Magic bloody beans, I'll bet he gave
her more than just magic bloody beans.”

The 6.20 steamed over the viaduct and told Archroy that now would be as
good a time as ever to repair to the Swan to see what the lads were up to. He
was about to pocket his magic beans and rise from his orange-box when a stark
black shadow fell upon him and sent an involuntary shudder up the wee lad’s
back.

“Might I have a look at those beans you have there mister?” The voice came
from a disreputable tramp of dreadful aspect and sorry footwear. “Sorry, did I
startle you?” asked the creature with what seemed to be a voice of genuine
concern. “It’s a bad habit of mine, I really must control it.”

“What do you want here?” snarled Archroy, outraged at this trespass upon
his thoughts and land.

“About the beans?” the tramp said.

Archroy pocketed his beans. “Clear off!” he said, climbing to his feet. The
tramp raised his right hand and made a strange gesture. Archroy slumped back
on to his orange-box, suddenly weak at the knees.

“Those beans,” said the tramp. Archroy felt about in his pocket and handed
the tramp the five magic beans.

“Ah.” The tramp held one between thumb and forefinger. “As I thought, most
interesting. You say that your wife received them in payment for your old
Morris Minor?”

Archroy didn’t remember saying anything of the kind but he nodded bleakly.

“They are beans of great singularity,” said the tramp. “I have seen beans and
I have seen beans.” He returned the articles to Archroy’s still-extended hand.
“These are beans indeed!”

“But, magic?” said Archroy.

The tramp stroked the stubble of his chin with an ill-washed knuckle. “Ah,”
he said, “magic is it? Well that is a question. Let us say that they have certain
outré qualities.”

“Oh,” said Archroy. He felt a little better about the beans now, the loss of his
trusty Morris Minor seemed less important than possessing something with
outré qualities, whatever outré might mean. “What are you doing on my
allotment?” Archroy asked in a polite tone.

The tramp described a runic symbol in the dust at Archroy’s feet with the
toecap of his sorry right shoe. “You might say that I am here to meet someone,”
he said, “and there again you might not, if you were to say here is a man upon
a mission you would be correct, but also at the same time you would be
mistaken. There is much about my presence here that is anomalous, much that
is straightforward, much that...”

“l must be on my way now,” said Archroy, attempting to rise and feeling at
his knees. They offered him no support. “I am incapacitated,” he announced.

“...Much that will be known, much that will remain unexplained,” continued
the tramp.

Archroy wondered if he had eaten something untoward, toadstools in his
hotpot, or slug pellets in his thermos flask. He had read of strange distillations
from the Amazon which administered upon the head of a pin could paralyse a
bull elephant. There were also forms of nerve gas that might find their way into
the sucking section of a fellow’s briar.



The tramp meanwhile had ceased speaking. Now he stared about the
allotment in an interested fashion. “And you say that Omally won one of those
plots from Peg’s husband at the paper shop?”

Archroy was certain he had not. “The one over in the corner with the
chimney,” he said. “That one there is the property of old Pete, it has been in his
family for three generations and he has made an arrangement with the council
to be buried there upon his demise. Blot the Schoolkeeper runs the one to the
west backing on to the girls’ school, it is better not to ask what goes on in his
shed.”

Archroy rose to point out the plot but to his amazement discovered that the
old tramp had gone. “Well I never,” said Archroy, crossing himself, “well I never
did.”

3

No-one could ever accuse Peg’s husband from the paper shop of being dull.
His wife, when enquired of by customers as to her husband’s latest venture,
would cup her hands upon her outlandish hips and say, “There’s never a dull
moment is there?” This rhetorical question left most in doubt as to a reply, so
the kindly soul would add, “Youve got to laugh haven’t you?” which
occasionally got a response, or “It’s a great old life if you don’t weaken”, which
didn’t.

Her husband, however, shunned such platitudes and preferred, during
moments of acute brain activity, to deal exclusively in the proverb. On the
occasion of his bike going missing for the thirteenth time from its appointed
rack at the Rubber Factory he was heard to mutter, “Time is a great healer.”
And during that particularly hot summer when someone set fire to his runner
beans, “Every cloud has a silver lining.”

Norman’s proverbs never quite matched up to the situation to which they
were applied, yet seemed in some bizarre way to aid him to the solution of
extremely obtuse problems. This lent him the air of a mystic, which made him
regularly sought after by drunks in need of advice. His “ventures”, as they were
termed, were never devoid of interest. “Wading to France”, for example, which
began, as so many tales have a tendency to do, one lunchtime in the saloon bar
of the Flying Swan.

“There is much talk lately of these Channel swimmers,” John Omally had
said by way of conversation as he perused his copy of the Brentford Mercury.
“They do say that the dear fellows lose the better part of three stone from the
swimming.” There was an informed nodding as Omally continued, “There’s a
king’s ransom to be had in that game if a fellow has the way of it.”

Norman, who had been listening and was currently between ventures, felt a
sudden surge of regret that he had never learned to swim. “It never rains but it
pours,” he said, which gave most to suspect that he was having an idea.

“You don’t swim at all do you, Norman?” asked the astute Omally, sensing
money in the air.

“Sadly no,” said Norman, “but I wade.” With these portentous words he left
the saloon bar.



Little was heard of Norman for some weeks and his wife answered Omally’s
repeated enquiries with the encouraging “You certainly see some sights” and “It
takes all sorts to make a world doesn’t it?”

* * * * *

The Irishman was pretty much at his wits’ end when his eye caught a tiny
paragraph on an inside page of the Brentford Mercury: “Local Man to Wade
Channel.” Omally read the short paragraph once, then again slowly; then,
thinking that he must have misread it, he gave the thing a careful word-for-
word scrutiny.

Norman Hartnell, local Rubberware Foreman (not to be confused with
the other Norman Hartnell) stated yesterday in an exclusive interview with
the Mercury that it was his intention within the forseeable future to have
constructed certain marine apparatus which will make it possible for him
to become the first man to wade to France from England. Mr Hartnell (not
to be confused with the other Norman Hartnell) told the Mercury in this
exclusive interview when asked his reason for this attempt that “Kind
words butter no parsnips.” Mr Hartnell is 43.

“What other Norman Hartnell?” queried John Omally, whose only claim to
fashion consciousness was tucking his shirt in all the way round even when
wearing a jacket. There was still no word from Norman, and Omally even took
to phoning the offices of the Brentford Mercury daily for news. He was not a
man to be cheated of his pennies, and the more time passed the more he
became convinced that whatever plans were hatching in Norman’s obtuse
cranium, he, Omally, was due at least part of any income deriving from their
fruition. “It was me reading about the Channel swimming that started it all, was
it not?” he asked. Those present at the bar nodded gravely.

“You have a moral right,” said Neville.

“You should get a contract drawn up,” said Jim Pooley.

“He owes you,” said Archroy.

That Saturday the Brentford Mercury, which had for some days been refusing
to accept John Omally’s reverse-charge calls, announced in large and
impressive type: BRENTFORD CHANNEL WADER NAMES THE DAY. Omally
read this startling headline over the shoulder of the paper’s owner and gasped
in disbelief. “He’s naming the day and he still hasn’t brought me in on it.”

“Pardon?” said the stranger.

“Fares please,” said the bus conductor.

Omally, who had in his palm a number of pennies exactly equal either to his
bus fare or to the price of a copy of the Brentford Mercury, shouted, “Stop that
dog,” and leapt off the bus at the next set of traffic lights.

On the well-worn bench afront the Memorial Library he studied the
newspaper. There were the headlines, below them a photograph of Norman
smiling hideously with the caption: “All roads lead to Rome, says plucky
Brentonian.”

Omally read paragraph after paragraph, desperately trying to pluck out
something substantial enough to merit legal action. Yes, the plucky Brentonian
had been working for some months now upon certain marine apparatus
suitable to his requirements. He had made several unsuccessful tests with
these (Omally raised his eyebrows at this intelligence). He had gauged his exact



course through careful study of coastal topography and undersea mappings
loaned to him by the Royal Maritime Museum. He had allowed for spring tides,
onshore drift, wind variations and even shoals of fish that might be
encountered en route. He was certain of success. He had been given the go-
ahead by the Royal Navy, who had agreed to escort him with helicopter and
motor torpedo boat and keep in contact with him by certain sophisticated
pieces of top-secret equipment which Norman had kindly agreed to test for
them during the walk over.

It was believed that this crossing would herald a new era in international
travel. A veritable golden age was about to dawn, and without a doubt the
patent holder of this aquatic legware was sitting on (or more rightly in) a
proverbial goldmine, not to mention a piece of history. Omally groaned.
“Proverbial goldmine, he’ll love that.” The more he read, the less he liked what
he read and the less he liked it the more cheated he felt and the more furious
he became. The cross-Channel walk was scheduled for the following Saturday;
it was to be covered by both channels and shown live on World of Sport.
Norman was to appear that very evening on the Russell Harty Show.

Omally tore the newspaper to ribbons and flung the pieces to the four winds.

It is not a long walk from the library to Peg’s paper shop, one simply turns
right down Braemar Road, right at the bottom past the football ground, left into
Mafeking Avenue and left again up Albany Road into Ealing Road. John Omally
covered this distance in a time that would have made Roger Bannister hang up
his spikes in defeat. Panting, he stood in the doorway attempting to compose
himself.

Two pensioners came out of the shop. “Proverbial goldmine,” said one. “Place
in history,” said the other.

Omally made an attempt to enter, but found to his amazement that the
usually empty and dust-hung place of business bore a sprightly and jubilant
appearance, and was going great guns in the customer stakes. Bunting hung
about the door and “Good Luck Norman”, emblazoned upon lengths of coloured
toilet-roll, festooned the front window — which suddenly bereft of its timeless
Woodbine display now blazed with photographs of Royal Navy cruisers and
postcards of Captain Webb. “Souvenir Channel Trews on Sale Now” said a card.
“Bottled Channel Water” said another. Below this was a display of seashells and
a number of jam jars apparently filled with seawater “Bottled by the Wader
Himself” and priced at a quid a time.

Omally made another attempt to enter but again found his way barred, this
time by a number of schoolgirls wearing “Norman Wades OK” T-shirts.

“What is the meaning of all this?” muttered the Irishman as he edged his way
forward. Over the heads of the crowd he could see that Peg had taken on two
extra salesgirls. Peg’s gargantuan frame, sporting a “Norman Wades OK” t-shirt
the size of a bell tent, could be made out swinging bundles of the Brentford
Mercury on to the counter and dispensing souvenir windmills and flags to all
comers. The cash register was ringing like a fire alarm. Of Norman, however,
there was no sign. Omally edged his way nearer to the counter and made some
attempt to draw Peg’s attention.

“The Norman action dolls are four pounds, love,” he heard her say. “Yes,
that’s right, three for a tenner.”

Omally clutched at the counter for support. “Peg,” he stammered, “Peg I say.”
Peg finally caught sight of the swaying Irishman. “Hold on John love, and I'll be



with you,” she said. “Yes love, the Bottled Channel Water can be made available
for bulk export purchase.”

The proverbial light at the end of the dark corridor, to which no doubt
Norman had previously alluded in some moment of irrelevance, was beginning
to appear before Omally’s bloodshot eyes. “Could I have a word with Norman,
please Peg?” he asked.

“He’s at present in conference with members of the press prior to an enforced
period of lamaic meditation necessary for him to attune himself to the correct
cosmic state of awareness required for his walk,” said the suddenly lucid Peg.

Omally nodded thoughtfully. “No doubt then he will neither reveal himself
nor the now legendary legwear prior to the great event.”

“It’s unlikely, love,” said Peg, then, “Excuse me a moment. Yes, I can do you a
gross of the ‘Wade Against the Nazis’ beany hats at cost if you are willing to do
a deal on the film rights.”

Omally slid quietly away from the shop and along the road to the Flying
Swan. He ignored the Wade for Britain banner which hung above the bar, and
also the Disabled War Wounded Waders Fund tin that Pooley rattled beneath
his nose. He ordered a pint of Large. “I have been cheated of my place in
history,” he told Neville.

“Do you want a regular Large or Wader’s Jubilee Ale?” asked the part-time
barman. “Only the brewery seem to have overestimated demand and I've got
rather a lot going begging as it were.” One look at Omally’s fearful countenance
set Neville straight. He drew Omally a pint of the usual and drew the Irishman’s
attention to a figure in a white coat who was tampering with the antique
jukebox. “The brewery sent him down too, said we needed a few topical tunes to
set the scene as it were, said that with all the extra trade the pub would be
attracting some attempt on our part to join in the festivities would be
appreciated.”

Omally cocked a quizzical eyebrow at the aged machine.

“You mean that it actually works. I thought it was broken beyond repair.”

“l suspect that it will not take him long to discover that it is only lacking a
fuse in its plug.”

Omally’s face took on a strangely guilty expression.

“l have seen the selection he proposes to substitute,” said Neville gravely.
“And I fear that it is even grimmer than the one you have for so long protected
our ears against.”

“It has a nautical feel to it, I suspect.”

“There is more than a hint of the shanty.”

“HMS Pinafore?”

“And that.”

“l suppose,” said Omally, hardly wishing to continue the conversation, or
possibly even to draw breath, “that there would not be a number or two upon
the jukebox by the Norman Hartnell Singers or Norm and the Waders?”

“You are certainly given to moments of rare psychic presentiment,” said the
part-time barman.

At this point there occurred an event of surpassing unreality, still talked of at
the Flying Swan. John Omally, resident drinker at that establishment for fifteen
long years, rose from his stool and left undrunk an entire pint of the brewery’s
finest, bought and paid for by himself. Not a mere drip in the bottom you
understand, nor an unfortunate, cigar-filled, post darts-match casualty, but an



entire complete, untouched, pristine one-pint glass of that wholesome and
lifegiving beverage, so beloved of the inebriate throughout five counties.

Some say that during the following month John Omally joined an order of
Trappist monks, others that he swore temporary allegiance to the Foreign
Legion. Others still hint that the Irishman had learned through the agency of
previous generations a form of suspended animation, much favoured by the
ancients for purposes of imposed hibernation in times of famine. Whatever the
case may be, Mr Omally vanished from Brentford, leaving a vacuum that
nobody could fill. His loss was a sorry thing to behold within the portals of the
Flying Swan, time seemed to stand still within those walls. Pooley took on the
look of a gargoyle standing alone at the bar, drinking in silence, his only
movements those born of necessity.

But what of Norman Hartnell (not to be confused with the other Norman
Hartnell)? Certainly Norman’s ventures had, as has been noted, tended to verge
upon the weird. This one in particular had transcended bounds of normality.
When Peg made grandiose statements about her husband’s press conferences
and tendencies towards lamaic meditation it may be said without fear of
contradiction that the fat woman was shooting a line through her metaphorical
titfer. Norman, who by nature was a harmless, if verbally extravagant,
eccentric, had finally played directly into the hands of that volatile and
conniving fat woman. She had watched him night after night experiment with
inflatable rubber footwear, bouyant undergarments and stilted appliances. She
had watched him vanish beneath the murky waters of the Grand Union Canal
time after time, only to re-emerge with still more enthusiasm for the project.
Only on his last semi-fatal attempt had she realized the futility of his quest; if
any money was to be made out of it, then she’d have to do it.

Since she was somewhat more than twice her husband’s weight it had been a
simple matter one dark night to subdue him and install him in the coal cellar,
where, other than for continual cramps and the worrisome attention of curious
rodents, he was ideally situated for lamaic meditation should he so wish.

The long-standing and quite fornicatious relationship that she was having
with the editor of the Brentford Mercury was enough to seal poor Norman’s fate.
When the police, having received many phone calls from simple souls during
the week enquiring after their daily papers and packets of Woodbines, broke
into Peg’s paper shop they found the bound and gagged figure of the erstwhile
Channel Wader. Blinking in the sunlight, he had seemed quite unable to
answer the inquisitions by various television companies, newspaper combines
and foreign press agencies, each of whom had paid large cash sums for
exclusive rights to the Channel Wade. Many questions were asked, but few
answered.

Peg had upped and awayed it with her pressman stud, never to be heard of
again. Norman simply shrugged his shoulders and remarked, “A rolling stone
gathers no moss yet many hands make light work.” These proverbial cosmic
truths meant little to the scores of creditors who daily besieged his paper shop,
but as Norman had no legal responsibility, his wife having signed all the
contracts, little could be done.

A few pennies were made by others than Peg and her paramour; Jim Pooley
had successfully rattled his tin under enough noses to buy Omally several pints
of consolation upon his return.



Neville had a hard job of it to sell the Wader’s Jubilee Ale, which was only
purchased by those of perverse humour and loud voice. It was only a chance
event, that of a night of heavy rain, which saved the day, washing as it did the
Jubilee labels from the bottles to reveal that they contained nothing more than
standard brown ale.

Norman seemed strangely unmoved by the whole business, considering that
his wife had left him penniless. Perhaps the fact that his wife had also left him
wifeless had something to do with it. Possibly he still secretly harboured the
wish to wade to France, but principle alone would have forbidden him to relay
this information to another soul. Still, as Jim Pooley said, “Time and tide wait
for Norman.”
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If there were one ideal spot in Brentford for the poet to stand whilst seeking
inspiration, or for the artist to set up his three-legged easel, then it would
certainly not be the Canal Bridge on the Hounslow Road, which marks the
lower left-hand point of the mysterious Brentford Triangle. Even potential
suicides shun the place, feeling that an unsuccessful attempt might result in all
sorts of nasty poisonings and unsavoury disease.

Leo Felix, Brentonian and Rastafarian, runs a used car business from the
canal’s western shore. Here the cream of the snips come to stand wing to wing,
gleaming with touch-up spray and plastic filler, their mileometers professionally
readjusted and their “only one owner’s” inevitably proving to be either members
of the clergy or little old ladies.

Norman had never owned a motor car, although there had been times when
he had considered building one or even constructing a more efficient substitute
for the internal combustion engine possibly fuelled upon beer-bottle tops or
defunct filtertips. His wife had viewed these flights of fancy with her traditional
cynicism, guffawing hideously and slapping her preposterous thighs with hands
like one-pound packets of pork sausages.

Norman squinted thoughtfully down into the murky waters, finding in the
rainbow swirls a dark beauty; he was well rid of that one, and that was a fact.
He was at least his own master now, and with his wife gone he had left his job
at the Rubber Factory to work full time in the paper shop. It’s not a bad old life
if you don’t weaken, he thought to himself. A trouble shared is a trouble halved.

“And it is a long straight road that has no turning,” said a voice at Norman’s
elbow.

Norman nodded. “The thought had recently crossed my mind,” he said
dreamily. Suddenly he turned to stare full into the face of a shabby-looking
tramp of dreadful aspect and sorry footwear.

“Sorry, did I startle you?” asked the creature with what seemed to be a voice
of genuine concern. “It’s a bad habit of mine and I really must control it.”

“Oh no,” said Norman, “it is just that on a Wednesday afternoon which is my
early closing day I often come down here for an hour or two of quiet solitude
and rarely expect to see another soul.”

The tramp smiled respectfully. “There are times when a man must be alone,”
he said.



“Exactly,” said Norman. The two gazed reflectively into the filthy waters for a
moment or two. Norman’s thoughts were soft, wavering things, whose limits
were easily containable within the acceptable norms of local behaviour.

The tramp’s, however, hovered in a spectrum that encompassed such dark
and unfathomable colours that even to briefly contemplate their grim hues
would be to trespass upon territories so ghastly and macabre that the very
prospect would spell doom in any one of a dozen popular dialects.

“Can I treat you to a cup of tea along at the Plume?” the tramp asked.

Norman felt no affinity towards the tramp, but he felt strangely compelled to
nod at this unexpected invitation. The two left the canal bridge and strolled up
the Brentford High Street towards the Plume Café. This establishment, which
stands at a point not twenty yards from the junction of Ealing Road and the
High Street, can be said at times to play host to as many Brentonians as the
Flying Swan itself. Those times being, of course, those when the Swan is closed.

The Plume is presided over by an enormous blonde of Peg-like proportions
known to all Brentford as Lily Marlene. Why Lily Marlene is uncertain, since the
sign above the door says “Proprietor Mrs Veronica Smith”. Lily presides over all
with the air of a brothel madam, her expansive bosoms moving in and out of
the shadows behind the counter like twin dirigibles. Whatever happened to Mrs
Veronica Smith no-one has ever dared ask.

Norman swung open the shattered glass door and entered the Plume Café
followed by a sinister tramp. In the gloom behind the counter, unseen by
human eye, Lily Marlene made a shadowy sign of the cross.

“What will it be?” Norman asked the tramp, who had seated himself beside
the window and showed no inclination whatever to do any buying.

“I shall have one of Lily’s surprising coffees I think,” the creature replied.

Norman strode to the counter. “Two coffees please, Lil,” he requested of the
hovering bosoms, which withdrew into the darkness of their hangar and
returned in the company of a pair of arms. These generous appendages bore at
their fingers’ end a brace of coffees in the traditional glass cups. Norman paid
up and carried the steaming cups back to the table.

“Cheers,” said the tramp, holding his cup up to the light and peering into its
bottom.

“What are you looking for?” queried Norman.

“Aha,” the tramp said, tapping his nose significantly. “Now you are asking me
a question.”

“I am,” said Norman.

“And I shall answer you,” said the tramp, “with a short tale which although
brief is informative and morally satisfying.”

Norman said, “Many a mickle makes a muckle,” and it was clear that his
thoughts were elsewhere.

“A friend of mine used to drink coffee, I say used to, for all I know he still
does, but as I have heard neither hide nor hair of him for five years I must
remain uncertain upon this point.”

Norman yawned. “Sorry,” he said, “I had a rough night.”

The tramp continued unabashed. “This friend of mine used to drink coffee in
a glass cup not dissimilar to this and one day as he finished a cup do you know
what he found had been slipped into it?”

“The King’s Shilling,” said Norman. “I've heard this story.”



“The King’s Shilling,” said the tramp, who was plainly ignoring Norman’s
remarks, “He tipped it into his hand and said the fatal ‘Look at this lads’, and
within a trice the pressmen were upon him.”

“I've had some dealings with the press myself,” said Norman.

“The pressmen were upon him and he was dragged away screaming to a
waiting bungboat and thence to who knows where.”

The tramp made this last statement with such an air of sombre authenticity
that his voice echoed as if coming from some dark and evil dungeon. Norman,
who was lining up another sarcastic comment, held his counsel.

“You said just now that you had heard the story,” said the tramp in a leaden
tone.

“Did I?” said Norman, perspiring freely about the brow. “I don’t think I did.”

“You did.”

“Oh.”

“Then let me put you straight on this, Norman.” Norman did not recall telling
the tramp his name, and this added to his growing unease. “Let it be known to
you that this story, which although brief was in its way informative and morally
satisfying, was a true and authentic tale involving a personal acquaintance of
mine and let no other man, be he living, dead or whatever say otherwise!”

Norman fingered his collar, which had grown suddenly tight. “I wouldn’t,” he
said in a voice of tortured conviction. “Not me.”

“Good,” said the tramp. Leaning forward across the table he stared hard into
Norman’s eyes much in the manner of a cobra mesmerizing a rabbit. Norman
prepared his nostrils to receive the ghastly reek of dereliction and wretchedness
generally associated with the ill-washed brotherhood of the highway. Strangely
no such stench assailed his delicate nasal apparatus, rather a soft yet strangely
haunting odour, one that Norman could not quite put a name or place to. The
scent touched a nerve of recollection somewhere in his past, and he felt a cold
shudder creeping up his backbone.

Norman became transfixed. The tramp’s eyes, two red dots, seemed to swell
and expand, filling all the Plume Café, engulfing even Lily’s giant breasts. Two
huge red suns glittering and glowing, gleaming with strange and hideous fires.
Awesome and horrendous, they devoured Norman, scorching him and
shrivelling him to a blackened crisp. He could feel his clothes crackling in the
heat, the skin blistering from his hands and the nails peeling back to reveal
blackening stumps of bone. The glass melted from his wristwatch and Mickey’s
face puckered and vanished in the all-consuming furnace. Norman knew that
he was dead, that his wife had slipped from his grasp and that he was far, far
away watching this destruction of his human form from some place of safety.
Yet he was also there, there in that blazing skeleton, there inside the warped
and shrinking skull watching and watching.

“Are you going to drink these coffees or shall I pour them down the sink?”
said Lily Marlene.

Norman shook himself awake with a start. The tramp had gone and the two
coffees were cold and undrunk. He looked at his watch; Mickey’s head nodded
to and fro as it always had. It was nearing five-thirty p.m. An hour had passed
since he had entered the Plume.

“Where did the tramp go?” asked Norman.

“l don’t know anything about any tramp,” said Lily. “All I know is you buy
two cups of coffee then fall asleep and let them go cold. Reckon if you want to
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sleep it off you can do it as well in your own bed as here, so bugger off home,
will you Norman?”

Norman rose shakily from his seat. “I think I shall go round to the Flying
Swan instead,” he said. “For still waters run deep, you know.”

“And it never rains but it bloody buckets down,” Lily called facetiously after
the receding figure.

* * * * *

Neville the part-time barman drew the bolts upon the saloon bar door and
swung it open. Nervously he stuck his head out and sniffed the early evening
air; it smelt pretty much as it always did. He sniffed it a few more times for good
measure. Neville believed strongly that a lot more went on in the air than was
generally understood by man. “Dogs have the way of it,” he had often said.
“Dogs and a few gifted men. It is more than just pee on a post,” he had told
Omally. “Dogs sense with their noses rather than simply smell with them.”

This line of conversation was a bit out of Omally’s range, but he thought he
recalled a joke about a dog with no nose. “A dog is a wise animal, that much I
know,” said the Irishman. “Back in the old country few men would venture out
of doors of a night without a dog at their heels. The faithful fellow would sit at
his master’s elbow the evening, and if in the course of conversation the master
felt the need for a bit of support he would nudge his dog and the animal, who
would have been following every word, would assist him.”

It was always remarkable to Neville that at times when Omally was stuck for
something to say he would simply resort to the first thing that came into his
head no matter how thoroughly absurd it might be. “You are saying that the
dog would advise his master, then?” said the long-suffering part-time barman.

“Heavens no,” said Omally. “The dear creature would simply go for the other
fellow’s throat thus cutting short any chance of his master losing the
argument.”

As Neville stood in the pub doorway, sniffing the air and thinking to discern
the possibility of snow, his eyes were treated to a spectacle which spelt dread.

Norman was stumbling towards the Flying Swan crossing himself wildly and
reciting the rosary.

“Oh no,” groaned the part-time barman. He dropped the notice that he had
painted that very afternoon, fled behind the counter and lunged at the whisky
optic. Norman entered the Flying Swan at a trot and tripped immediately upon
a newly painted notice which read NO TRAMPS. Picking this up in the
trembling fingers he too said, “Oh no!”

Neville anticipated the shopman’s request and thrust another glass beneath
the optic. “Evening Norman,” he said in a restrained voice, “how are things with
you?”

“Did you paint this sign, Neville!]” Norman demanded. Neville nodded. “Give
me a...” Neville pushed the glass across the counter. “Oh yes, that’s the one.”

Norman drained the glass with one gulp. Pausing to feel the life-giving liquid
flowing down and about his insides Norman said slowly, “You know, don’t you?”

“Know?” said Neville with some degree of hesitation.

“About the tramp, you've seen him too, haven’t you?” Neville nodded again.
“Thank God,” Norman said, “I thought I was going mad.”

The part-time barman drew off two more scotches and the two men drank in
silence, one either side of the bar. “I was up on the canal bridge,” said Norman
and began to relate his story. Neville listened carefully as the tale unfolded, only



nodding thoughtfully here and there and making the occasional remark such as
“The King’s Shilling, eh?” and “Strange and pungent odour eh?” by way of
punctuation.

Norman paused to take another gulp of whisky. Neville was taking careful
stock of how many were being drunk and would shortly call the shopkeeper to
account. “And the next thing, you looked up and he was gone,” prompted the
part-time barman.

Norman nodded. “Gone without a by your leave or kiss my ankle. I wonder
who on earth he might be?”

“Who who might be?” The voice belonged to James Pooley, whose carefully
calculated betting system had until five minutes previous been putting the wind
up the local bookie.

“How did the afternoon go for you, Jim?” asked Neville. Pooley shook his
head dismally. “I was doing another six-horse special and was up to £150,000
by the fifth and what do you know?”

Neville said, “Your sixth horse chose to go the pretty way round?”

“Tis true,” said the blighted Knight of the Turf.

Neville pulled a pint of Large and Jim pushed the exact amount in odd
pennies and halfpennies across the bar top. Neville scooped this up and tossed
it without counting into the till. This was an error on his part, for the exact
amount this time included three metal tokens from the New Inn’s fruit machine
and an old washer Jim had been trying to pass for the last six months.

Jim watched his money vanish into the till with some degree of surprise —
things must be pretty bad with Neville, he thought. Suddenly he caught sight of
the NO TRAMPS sign lying upon the bar top. “Don’t tell me,” he said, “Your
tramp has returned.”

Neville threw an alarmed and involuntary glance from the sign to the open
door. “He has not,” said the barman, “but Norman has also had an encounter
with the wretch.”

“And Archroy,” said Jim.

“What?” said Neville and Norman together.

“On his allotment last night, quizzed him over some lucky beans his evil wife
took in exchange for his Morris Minor.”

“Ah,” said Norman, “I saw that same Morris Minor on Leo’s forecourt this
very afternoon.”

“All roads lead to Rome,” said Jim, which Norman found most infuriating.

“About the tramp,” said Neville, “what did Archroy say about him?”

“Seemed he was interested in Omally’s allotment patch.”

“There is certainly something more than odd about this tramp,” said Norman.
“l wonder if anybody else has seen him?”

Pooley stroked his chin. If there was one thing he liked, it was a really good
mystery. Not of the Agatha Christie variety you understand, Jim’s love was for
the cosmic mystery. Many of the more famous ones he had solved with very
little difficulty. Regarding the tramp, he had already come to a conclusion. “He
is a wandering Jew,” he said.

“Are you serious?” said Norman.

“Certainly,” said Pooley. “And Omally who is by his birth a Catholic will back
me up on this — the Wandering Jew was said to have spat upon Our Lord at the
time of the Passion and been cursed to wander the planet for ever awaiting
Christ’s return, at which time he would be given a chance to apologize.”



“And you think that this Jew is currently doing his wandering through
Brentford?”

“Why not? In two thousand years he must have covered most of the globe;
he’s bound to turn up here sooner or later.”

“Why doesn’t he come forward to authenticate the Turin shroud then?” said
Neville.

The other two turned cynical eyes on him. “Would you?”

“Do you realize then,” said Neville, who was suddenly warming to the idea,
“that if he is the Wandering Jew, well we have met a man who once stared upon
Jesus.”

There was a reverent silence, each man momentarily alone with his thoughts.
Norman and Neville both recalled how they had felt the need to cross
themselves; this seemed to reinforce their conviction that Jim Pooley might
have struck the nail firmly upon the proverbial head. It was a staggering
proposition. Norman was the first to find his voice. “No,” he said shortly, “those
eyes never looked upon Christ, although they may certainly have looked
upon...”

“God save all here,” said John Omally, striding into the Swan. Somehow the
talkers at the bar had formed themselves into what appeared to be a
conspiratorial huddle. “Hello,” said John, “plotting the downfall of the English is
it I hope?”

“We were discussing the Wandering Jew,” said Pooley.

“Gracious,” said John “and were you now, certainly there’d be a penny or two
to be made in the meeting up with that fellow.” The shifting eyes put Omally
upon the alert. “He’s not been in and I've bloody well missed him?”

“Not exactly,” said Neville.

“Not exactly is it, well let me tell you my dear fellow that if you see him
lurking hereabouts you tell him that John Vincent Omally of Moby Dick Terrace
would like a word in his kosher shell-like.”

Neville pulled Omally a pint of Large and accepted the exact coinage from the
Irishman; upon cashing up the sum he discovered Jim’s washer. Jim, observing
this, excused himself and went to the toilet. Shrugging hopelessly the part-time
barman took up his NO TRAMPS sign and crossed the bar. Before the open
door he hesitated. His mind was performing rapid calculations.

If this tramp was the Wandering Jew maybe he could be persuaded to... well
some business proposition, he would most certainly have seen a few rare old
sights, a walking history book, why a man with a literary leaning, himself for
instance, could come to some arrangement. This Jew might have personal
reminiscences of, well, Shakespeare, Napoleon, Beethoven, he might have
strolled around the Great Exhibition of 1851, rubbed shoulders with Queen
Victoria, met Attila the Hun (not at the Great Exhibition, of course). The list was
endless, there would surely be a great many pennies to be had, as Omally said.
Neville fingered the painted sign. The tramp certainly carried with him an aura
of great evil. Maybe if he was the Jew he would kill anyone who suspected him,
he had nothing to lose. Christ’s second coming might be centuries off, what
were a few corpses along the way. Maybe he didn’t want redemption anyway,
maybe... But it was all too much, Neville gritted his teeth and hung the sign up
at the saloon bar door. Jew or no Jew, he wanted no part whatever of the
mystery tramp.



Alone in the privacy of the gents, Jim Pooley’s head harboured similar
thoughts to those of Neville’s; Jim however had not had personal contact with
the tramp and could feel only a good healthy yearning to make a few pennies
out of what was after all his theory. It would be necessary, however, to divert
Omally’s thoughts from this; in fact it would be best for one and all if the
Irishman never got to hear about the tramp at all. After all Omally was a little
greedy when it came to the making of pennies and he might not share whatever
knowledge came his way. Pooley would make a few discreet enquiries round
and about; others must have seen the tramp. He could quiz Archroy more
thoroughly, he’d be there now on his allotment.

Pooley left the gents and rejoined Norman at the bar. “Where is John
Omally?” he asked, eyeing the Irishman’s empty glass.

“I was telling him about the tramp,” said Norman, “and he left in a hurry to
speak to Archroy.”

“Damn,” said Jim Pooley, “I mean, oh really, well I think I'll take a stroll down
that way myself and sniff the air.”

“There’s a great deal more to sniffing the air than one might realize,” said
Neville, informatively.

But Jim Pooley had left the bar and naught was to be seen of his passing but
foam sliding down a hastily emptied pint glass and a pub door that swung
silently to and fro upon its hinge. A pub door that now lacked a NO TRAMPS
sign.

“If our man the Jew is wandering hereabouts,” said Jim to himself upon
spying it, “there is no point in discouraging the arrival of the goose that may
just be about to lay the proverbial golden egg.”

Norman would have cried if he’d heard that one.

* * * * *

Archroy stood alone upon his allotment patch, pipe jammed firmly between
his teeth and grey swirls of smoke escaping the bowl at regulated intervals. His
thumbs were clasped into his waistcoat pockets and there was a purposeful set
to his features. Archroy was lost in thought. The sun sinking behind the
chemical factory painted his features with a ruddy hue, the naturally anaemic
Archroy appearing for once to look in the peak of health. Sighing heavily he
withdrew from his pockets the five magic beans. Turning them again and again
in his hand he wondered at their appearance.

They certainly were, how had the tramp put it, beans of great singularity. Of
their shape, it could be said that they were irregular. Certainly but for their hue
and texture they presented few similarities. There was a tropical look to them:;
they seemed also if held in certain lights to show some slight signs of
luminescence.

Yes they were singular beans indeed, but magic? The tramp had hinted that
the term was somewhat open-ended to say the least. Beanstalk material
perhaps? That was too obvious, thought Archroy, some other magic quality
then? Could these beans cure leprosy, impassion virgins, bestow immortality?
Could beans such as these unburden a man of a suspect spouse?

Archroy held up the largest of the beans and squinted at it in perplexity.
Surely it was slightly larger, slightly better formed than it had been upon his
last inspection. He knelt down and placed the beans in a row upon the top of
his tobacco tin. “Well I never did,” said Archroy, “now there is a thing.”



Suddenly Archroy remembered a science fiction film he had seen on the
television at the New Inn. These seed pods came down from outer space and
grew into people, then while you were asleep they took over your mind. He had
never understood what had happened to the real people when their duplicates
took over. Still, it had been a good film and it made him feel rather uneasy. He
examined each bean in turn. None resembled him in the least, except for one
that had a bit on it that looked a little like the lobe of his right ear. “Good Lord,”
said Archroy, “say it isn’t true.”

“It’s not true,” said John Omally, who was developing a useful knack of
sneaking up on folk.

“John,” said Archroy, who had seen Omally coming, “how much would you
give me for five magic beans?”

Omally took up one of the suspect items and turned it on his palm. “Have
you as yet discovered in what way their magic properties manifest themselves?”

“Sadly no,” said Archroy, “I fear that I may not have the time to develop the
proposition to any satisfactory extent, being an individual sorely put upon by
the fates to the degree that I have hardly a minute to myself nowadays.”

“That is a great shame,” said John, who knew a rat when somebody thrust
one up his nose for a sniff. “Their value I feel would be greatly enhanced if their
use could be determined. In their present state I doubt that they are worth
more than the price of a pint.”

Archroy sniffed disdainfully, his trusty Morris Minor exchanged for the price
of a pint, the injustice of it. “I have a feeling that large things may be expected
of these beans, great oaks from little acorns as it were.”

“There is little of the acorn in these beans,” said Omally. “More of the mango,
I think, or possibly the Amazonian sprout.”

“Exotic fruit and veg are always at a premium,” said Archroy. “Especially
when home grown, on an allotment such as this perhaps.”

Omally nodded thoughtfully. “I will tell you what I will do Archroy,” said he.
“We will go down to my plot, select a likely spot and there under your
supervision we shall plant one of these magic beans, we will nurture it with
loving care, water it when we think fit and generally pamper its growth until we
see what develops. We will both take this moment a solemn vow that neither of
us will uproot it or tamper with it in any way and that whatever should appear
will be split fifty-fifty should it prove profitable.”

Archroy said, “I feel that you will have the better half of the deal, Omally,
although I am sure that this is unintentional upon your part and that you act
purely out of a spirit of friendship and cameraderie.”

“The beans are certainly worthless at this moment,” said Omally ingeniously.
“And the responsibility of what grows upon an allotment is solely that of the
tenant. What for instance if your beans prove to be the seeds of some forbidden
and illegal drug or some poison cactus, will you take half the responsibility
then?”

Archroy thought for a moment. “Let us not talk of such depressing things,
rather let us enter into this venture with the spirit of enterprise and the hope of
fine things to come.”

Omally shook his companion by the hand and the two swore a great
covenant that fell only slightly short of blood brotherhood. Without further ado
they strode to Omally’s plot, selected a space which they marked with a bean
pole, and planted the magic bean.



“We shall water it tomorrow night,” said Omally, “then together watch its
progress. This project must be maintained in total secrecy,” he added, tapping
his nose significantly. “Come now, let us adjourn to my rooms and drink a toast
to our success, there is something I should like to discuss with you in private.”

Jim Pooley watched the two botanical conspirators vanish into the distance
from his nest in the long grass. Emerging stiffly, stretching his legs and twisting
his neck, he drew himself erect. With many furtive sideways glances, stealthily
he stole over to Omally’s plot and dug up the magic bean, which he wiped clean
of dirt and secreted in his coat pocket. With devious care he selected a seed
potato from the sack at Omally’s shed door and planted this in the place of the
bean, erasing all traces of his treachery with a practised hand.

Then with a melodramatic chuckle and light feet Jim Pooley departed the St
Mary’s Allotment.

5

Professor Slocombe lived in a large rambling Georgian house on Brentford’s
Butts Estate. The house had been the property of the Slocombes through
numerous generations and the professor’s ancestry could be traced back to
Brentford’s earliest inhabitants. Therefore the Professor, whose string of
doctorates, master’s degrees and obscure testimonials ran in letters after his
name like some Einsteinian calculation, had a deep and profound love for the
place. He had produced privately a vast tome entitled:

THE COMPLETE AND ABSOLUTE HISTORY OF BRENTFORD
Being a study of the various unusual and extradictionary circumstances
that have prevailed throughout History and which have in their way
contributed to the unique visual and asthetic aspects inherent in both
landscape and people of this locality. Giving also especial reference to
religious dogma, racial type, ethnic groupings and vegetation indigenous to
the area.

The Professor was constantly revising this mighty volume. His researches
had of late taken him into uncharted regions of the occult and the esoteric.
Most of the Professor’s time was spent in his study, his private library rivalling
that of the Bodleian. Showcases packed with strange objects lined the walls,
working models of da Vinciesque flying machines, stuffed beasts of mythical
origin, brass astrolabes, charts of the heavens, rows of apothecary jars, pickled
homunculi and dried mandragora lined each available inch of shelf space and
spilled off into every corner, nook and cranny. The whole effect was one to
summon up visions of medieval alchemists bent over their seething cauldrons
in search of the philosopher’s stone. The professor himself was white-haired
and decrepit, walking only with the aid of an ivory-topped cane. His eyes,
however, glittered with a fierce and vibrant energy.

Fulfilling as he did the role of ornamental hermit, the Professor made one
daily appearance upon the streets of Brentford. This ritual was accompanied by
much ceremony and involved him making a slow perambulation about
Brentford’s boundaries. Clad on even the warmest of days in a striking black



coat with astrakhan collar, his white hair streaming behind him, this venerable
gentleman trod his weary morning path, never a pace out of step with that of
the day previous.

Jim Pooley said that should this phenomenon cease, like the ravens leaving
the Tower of London, it would spell doom and no good whatever to this sceptred
isle. Jim was a regular visitor to the Professor, acting as he did as self-
appointed gardener, and held the aged person in great reverence.

He had once taught the Professor to play darts, reasoning that excellence in
this particular form of pub sport was entirely the product of skill and much
practice, both of which Jim had to a high degree. He had explained the rules
and handed the Professor a set of darts. The old man had taken one or two wild
throws at the board with little success. Then, pausing for a moment, he took
several snippings from the flights with a pair of nail scissors, licked the points
and proceeded to beat Jim Pooley, one of the Swan’s most eminent dart players,
to the tune of £10. Pooley assumed that he had either become subject to some
subtle form of hypnosis or that the Professor was a master of telekinesis. What
ever the case the Professor earned Jim’s undying admiration. He did not even
resent the loss of the £10, because he was never a man to undervalue
education.

This particular warm spring evening the Professor sat at his desk examining
a crumbling copy of the Necronomicon through an oversized magnifying glass.
A soft breeze rustled amongst the honeysuckle which encircled the open French
windows and from not far off the Memorial Library clock struck eight o’clock.

The Professor made several jottings in a school exercise book and without
looking up said, “Are you going to skulk about out there all evening, Jim Pooley,
or will you join me for a small sherry?”

“l will join you for a sherry,” said Jim, who showed no surprise whatever at
the Professor’s uncanny perception, “but as to a small one, that is a matter I
suggest we discuss.”

The Professor rang a tiny Indian brass bell that lay half hidden among the
crowded papers upon his desk. There was a knock and the study door swung
open to reveal an elderly retainer, if anything even more white-haired and
ancient than the Professor himself.

“Would it be the sherry, sir?” said the ancient, proffering a silver tray upon
which rested a filled crystal decanter and two minuscule glasses.

“It would indeed, Gammon, leave it there if you would.” The Professor
indicated a delicately carved Siamese table beside the white marble fireplace.
The elderly retainer did as he was bid and silently departed.

The Professor decanted two glasses of sherry and handed one to Jim. “So,”
said he, “and to what do I owe this pleasure then, Jim?”

“It is this way,” Pooley began. “It is well known hereabouts and in particular
to myself that you are a man of extensive knowledge, widely travelled and well
versed in certain matters that remain to the man in the street inexplicable
conundra.”

The Professor raised an eyebrow. “Indeed?” said he.

“Well,” Jim continued, “I have recently had come into my possession an
object which causes me some degree of perplexity.”

The Professor said “Indeed” once more.

“Yes,” said Jim. “How I came by it is irrelevant but I think that you as a
learned and scholarly man might find it of some interest.”



The Professor nodded thoughtfully and replaced his glass upon the tray.
“Well now, Jim,” he said. “Firstly, | must say that [ am always pleased to see
you, your visits are rarely devoid of interest, your conversation is generally
stimulating and it is often a challenge to match wits with you over some of your
more extravagant theories. Secondly, I must say now that whatever it is you
have with you is no doubt something of great singularity but that should it be
anything short of the philosopher’s stone or one of the hydra’s teeth I do not
wish to purchase it.”

Pooley’s face took on a wounded expression.

“So, if we understand each other completely I will gladly examine the object
which you have in your possession and give you whatever information I can
regarding it should the thing prove to be genuine.”

Pooley nodded and withdrew from his pocket the magic bean, which had
been carefully wrapped in his despicable handkerchief.

“Only the object,” said the Professor, eyeing Pooley’s hankie with disgust, “I
have no wish to contract some deadly virus from that hideous rag.”

Pooley unwrapped the bean and handed it to the Professor. Jim noticed that
it seemed slightly larger than upon previous inspection and he also noticed the
unusual expression that had crossed the Professor’s face. The usually benign
countenance had become distorted, the colour, what little there was of it, had
drained from his face, and a blue tinge had crept across his lips. This grotesque
manifestation lasted only for a moment or two before the Professor regained his
composure.

“Put it over there on to that marble base,” he said with a quavering voice.
Pooley, shaken by the Professor’s terrifying reaction, obeyed without hesitation.

“Put that glass dome over it,” the Professor said. Pooley did so.

“Are you all right, Professor?” he asked in a voice of some concern. “Can I get
you a glass of water or anything?”

“No,” said the Professor, “no, no, I'll be all right, it’s just that, well,” he looked
Pooley squarely in the eye, “where did you get that thing?”

“I found it,” said Pooley who had no intention of giving very much away.

“Where though, where did you find it?”

Pooley stroked his chin. Clearly the bean had well rattled the old gentleman,
clearly it was more than just any old bean, it was indeed a bean of great
singularity, therefore possibly a bean of great value. He would not mention that
Archroy had four more of them. “It is valuable then?” he asked nonchalantly.

“Where did you find it?” the Professor repeated in a voice of grave concern.

“l dug it up,” said Jim.

The Professor gripped Pooley’s lapels in his sinewy fingers and made some
attempt to shake him vigorously. The effort, however, exhausted him and he
sank back into the armchair. “Jim,” he said in a tone of such sincerity that
Pooley realized that something was about to happen which would not be to his
advantage. “Jim you have there” — he indicated the bean beneath the glass
dome - “something, if I am not mistaken, and I sadly fear that I am not,
something so heinous that it is best not spoken of. I only hope that you have
not had it in your possession long enough to become contaminated by it.”

“Contaminated!” Pooley yanked his handkerchief out of his pocket and
hurled it into the fire which blazed away in the hearth no matter what the
season. “What is it?” said Pooley, a worried sweat breaking out on his brow. “Is
it poison then?”



“Worse than that, I fear.”

Worse than poison? Pooley’s mind turned several somersaults. What could be
worse than poison in a bean?

“Help me up if you please.” Pooley aided the Professor to one of the massive
bookcases flanking the study door. “That green volume with the gold lettering,
hand me that down if you will.” Pooley obliged and the Professor placed the
great book upon his desk and leafed slowly through the pages.

“My glass, if you would.” Pooley handed him the magnifier and peered over
the ancient’s shoulder. To his dismay the book was written in Latin. There was,
however, on a facing page covered by a slip of tissue paper an illustration in
fading colours of a bean apparently identical to that which now rested beneath
the dome. The Professor ran his glass to and fro across the page, raising his eye
occasionally to take in both bean and illustration. Then, sitting back in his
chair with a sigh, he said, “You’ve certainly pulled off the big one this time,
Jim.”

Pooley, uncertain whether or not this was meant as a compliment, remained
silent.

“Phaseolus Satanicus,” the Professor said, “Phaseolus being in general the
genus of the ever popular and edible bean, Satanicus being quite another
matter. Now this book” — he tapped at the vellum page with his exquisite
fingertip — “this book is the work of one James Murrell, known as the Hadleigh
Seer, who enumerated and copied the masterworks, astrological charts and
almanacs of previous and largely forgotten mages and minor wizards. Little
remains of his work, but I have through means that I care not to divulge come
into the possession of this one volume. It is a book entirely dedicated to the
detailed study of what you might term magical herbs, spices, seeds and beans.
It lists the pharmaceutical, thaumaturgical and metaphysical uses of these and
includes within its skin bindings certain notes upon plants and seedlings which
the ancients referred to as sacred. Either because of their mindbending
qualities when distilled or because they possessed certain characteristics which
were outside the scope of normal explanation.”

“So there are magical properties adherent to this particular bean then?” said
Pooley.

“l should not care to call them magical,” said the Professor, “but let me tell
you that this bean of yours pays allegiance to the powers of darkness to a point
that it is better not thought of, let alone mentioned in the public bar of the
Flying Swan.”

“l prefer to patronize the saloon bar actually,” said Pooley, “but pray
continue, I find your monologue fascinating.”

“l shall read to you directly from the book,” said the Professor, “then when I
have finished we shall see if you still find my monologue fascinating.”

Pooley poured himself yet another sherry and wondered whether he might
interest the Professor in a home-brew lager kit.

“Phaseolus Satanicus’,” the Professor read once more. “This first passage is a
loose translation from the Greek. ‘And when the casket was opened and when
the evil one set his burning hoof upon the plains of earth, then did Pandora weep
those five bitter tears. And where those tears fell on the fields of men there did
they take root and flourish withal. And Ephimetheus seeing the ill work that his
wife had performed snatched forth those five dark saplings and cast them into



the places of absolute night from whence should man go onward to seek them
then surely he should never more return.”

“That’s all very well,” said Jim Pooley.

“The next quotation comes from Jean-Francois Champollion, 1790-1832, the
man who originally deciphered the Egyptian hieroglyphic system. ‘Anubis stared
upon the manchild that had come before him and questioned him over his
possessions and the pharaoh did answer saying I bear seventeen oxen, fifteen
caskets of gold and precious stones. Carvings and set tableaus of rich
embellishment and the five that dwell within the sacred house where none may
tread. And Anubis took fright, even he that stands guardian over the realms of
the beyond was afeared and he turned back the manchild that stood before the
sacred river saying never shall you cross until your weight is above the holy
balance. Which never can it be for the five set the scales heavily against you.”

Pooley reached for the sherry decanter but found to his dismay that it was
empty. “This five whatever they are sound somewhat sinister,” said he, “but the
threat seems also a trifle nebulous.”

The Professor looked up from his antique tome. “This book was handwritten
some three centuries ago,” said he, “not by some casual dilettante of the occult
but by a mage of the first order. I have given you two quotations which he
sought out, neither of which seem to impress you very much. Now I shall read
to you what James Murrel wrote in his own hand regarding the five beans
which had at the time of his writing come by means unfathomable into his
possession. ‘I am plagued this evening as I write with thoughts of the five I have
here before me. Their echoes are strong and their power terrific. My ears take in
strange cries that come not from an earthly throat and visions dance before my
eyes whose very nature and habit appal me and fill my soul with dark horror. I
know now what these may be and what, if they were to receive the touch of the
dark one, they might become. It is my intention to destroy them by fire and by
water and by the power of the mother church. Would that I had never set eyes
upon them for no more will sleep come unto me a blessed healer.” The Professor
slammed shut the book. “The illustration of the bean is still clear in Murrel’s
hand, there can be no mistake.”

Pooley was silent. The Professor’s voice had induced in him a state of semi-
hypnosis. What it all meant was still unclear but that there was a distinctly
unsavoury taint to the beans was certain.

“Where are the other four?” said the Professor.

“Archroy has them,” said Pooley promptly.

“l do not fully understand the implications myself,” said the Professor. “These
beans, it would seem, are objects of grim omen - their appearance at various
intervals in history always precede times of great ill, plague, war, famine and
the like. On each occasion a dark figure to whom in some inexplicable way
these five beans appear to owe some allegiance is always mentioned — what his
ultimate purpose may be I shudder to think.” The Professor crossed himself.

Upon the verandah, shielded by the trellis work of honeysuckle, a tramp of
hideous aspect and sorry footwear watched the Professor with eyes that glowed
faintly in the late twilight. He ran a nicotine-stained finger across a cultivated
rose and watched in silence as the petals withered beneath his touch. Mouthing
something in a long-dead tongue he slipped away down the garden path and
melted into the gathering darkness.

* * * * *



Jim Pooley sat upon his favourite seat before the Memorial Library, deep in
thought. It was nearing midnight and growing decidedly cold. Above him a
proud full moon swam amongst shredded clouds and the stars came and went,
wormholes in the wooden floor of heaven. Jim turned up the collar of his tweed
jacket and sat, shoulders hunched and hands lost in his bottomless trouser
pockets.

All this bean business had become a little too much for him. After all, he’d
only gone around to the Professor to get the damn thing identified. This was
Brentford in the twentieth century, not some superstitious medieval village in
the grip of witch mania. Pandora’s Box indeed! Jim searched about for his
tobacco tin, and the clock struck twelve. The search proved fruitless and Pooley
recalled placing the tin upon the Professor’s mantelpiece while he was asking
the old man for a refill of the sherry decanter.

Jim sighed dismally. It had not been a very successful night, all things
considered. His tobacco growing dry on the fireplace whilst his bean lay
valueless in its glass prison. Pooley thought back over all that the Professor had
said. Could the old boy be pulling a fast one? Jim had left the bean there after
all, and no money had changed hands. Possibly the Professor had instantly
recognized the bean as an object of great value and dragged up all this
Phaseolus Satanicus stuff simply to put the wind up him. Jim scratched the
stubble upon his chin.

No, that couldn’t be it, the Professor had been genuinely shocked when he
saw the bean and it was most certainly the same as the illustration in the
ancient book. No-one could make up stories like that on the spur of the
moment could they? And he had known of the existence of the four others. All
this intense thinking coupled with the intake of two pints of fine sherry was
beginning to give Jim a headache. Better to forget the bean then, let the
Professor do what he pleased with it.

Pooley rose and stretched his arms. Another thought suddenly crossed his
mind. “If these beans are dangerous,” the thought said, “then it would be best
to inform Archroy of this fact as the four he carries with him may possibly do
him harm.”

Jim sat down again upon the bench.

“But if you tell him,” said another thought, “then he will ask how you know
all this and you will have to confess to the abduction of the bean from Omally’s
allotment.”

This thought did not please Pooley whatsoever.

“But he is your friend,” said the first thought in an angelic voice, “and you
would feel very guilty should any ill befall him that you are empowered to
prevent.” Pooley nodded and rose once more to his feet.

“Better not to get involved,” said the second thought. “Who is to say that the
Professor’s suppositions are correct?” Pooley bit his lip. It was all a terrible
dilemma. He let the angelic thought have the final word upon the matter.

“If the Professor had told you that the bean was that of a plant which bears
gold doubloons upon its boughs each spring you would have believed him. You
went there to take advantage of his boundless knowledge, did you not?” Pooley
nodded meekly. “So if the Professor says that the beans are evil and must be
destroyed you would do well to follow his advice.” Pooley seemed satisfied by
this and took some steps into the direction of home. Then as if jerked to a
standstill by a rope he stopped.



“But then I must somehow get those four other beans from Archroy,” he said.
“And in some way that I will not implicate myself in any duplicity.” Jim Pooley
wished with all his might that he had never set eyes upon any beans whatever,
be they baked, curried, buttered, soya or magic to the slightest degree.

A new thought came to Pooley, one whose voice he did not recognize but one
which was so sound in logic that Pooley felt very grateful that it had chosen his
head to come into. “Why don’t you go around to Archroy’s now, while he is away
on the night shift, gain entrance to his house and remove the four magic
beans?” The angelic thought had some doubts about this but was finally cowed
into submission.

“l do this deed for Archroy,” said Jim Pooley. “A noble venture for which I
expect to receive no thanks, as by its very nature the perpetrator of the deed
must remain anonymous.”

Jim girded up his loins and strode purposefully into the direction of
Archroy’s house. It was seldom indeed that a noble thought entered his head
and the entry of this one filled Jim with reckless confidence. He would climb on
to Archroy’s garage and pull down the aluminium ladder, then go round and try
all the upper windows, one of which must surely have been left open. Once
inside, if the beans were there, he would most certainly find them.

Having checked that there were no late night revellers returning to their
haunts, or policemen out upon their lonely beats, Pooley slid away down the
side alley beside Archroy’s garage. His stealth and silence were there sadly
impaired however, by a noisy collision with Omally’s bicycle Marchant which
was resting against the garage wall lost in the shadows. Jim and Marchant
crashed noisily to the ground, Marchant ringing his bell in protest at his rude
awakening and Jim swearing great oaths upon every form of two-wheeled
conveyance known to mankind.

With much shooshing and hand flapping, Jim rose to his feet, flat cap cocked
over one eye and trouser turnup firmly in the grip of Marchant’s back brake.
Amid more cursing and the distinctive sound of tearing tweed, Jim fought his
way free of the bicycle’s evil grasp and limped on up the alley.

He stopped suddenly in his tracks and gazed up in amazement, for there
propped up against the side wall and leading directly to an open upstairs
window was Archroy’s extendable aluminium ladder. “Luck indeed,” said Jim
Pooley, gripping it delightedly and testing its footings for safety.

He was all of five rungs up when a small clear voice in his head said, “Pooley,
why do you think that there would be a ladder resting so conveniently against
Archroy’s wall and leading directly to an open upstairs window?”

Pooley arrested his ascent and thought for a moment or two. Perhaps
Archroy was cleaning his windows and forgot to remove the ladder? The small
voice said, “Come now, Pooley.”

“I'll just shin up and have a quick shufty in through the window,” Pooley told
the voice. He accomplished the ascent with admirable dexterity, considering
that the effects of the Professor’s sherry seemed to be increasing by the minute.
The full moon shone down through the bedroom window, flooding the room
with its septic light. Pooley’s head rose cautiously above the window sill and
came to rest, his nose hooked over it in the manner of the legendary Chad. As
his eyes took in the situation the words that escaped his lips in an amazed
whisper were generally of a sort totally unprintable.



There upon continental quilt, bouncing and gyrating in a frenzy of sexual
abandonment, was Archroy’s wife. Locked in passionate congress with this
insatiable female was none other than John Vincent Omally, bachelor of this
parish.

“Bastard,” mouthed Jim Pooley, which was at least in the Oxford Dictionary.
“The conniving treacherous...” his mind sought about for an adjective suitable
to the expression of his displeasure. It was during the search that Pooley’s eyes
alighted upon the very objects which had led him to the unexpected viewing of
this lewd and certainly x-certificate performance.

There they lay, glowing with a faint luminescence, upon the dressing-table
inches away from the window. Pooley spied them with great satisfaction, feeling
that his noble quest had been justly rewarded by instantaneous success
achieved with only the minimum of physical exertion and with next to no
danger to life or limb. This feeling of well-being was, however, almost
immediately succeeded by one of disgust. For although the beans lay in
attitudes suggestive of lifelessness, it was obvious to Jim from where he clung
to his airy perch that they were very much on the alert. They were quite
definitely watching and apparently thoroughly enjoying the erotic spectacle.
They exuded such a sense of dark evil and inhuman nastiness that Jim was
hard put to it to subdue the disgust which rose within him like an out-of-
season vindaloo.

Taking a deep yet silent breath, he thrust his hand through the window and
snatched up the sinister beans from their grandstand seats on the dressing-
table. Omally’s bum, glowing ivory in the moonlight, rose and fell undeterred.
Pooley thrust the beans into his coat pocket and made haste down the ladder.

Here he transferred the beans into a drawstring bag sanctified by the
Professor for the purpose. “Another job jobbed,” said Pooley with some relief.
The operations had been a remarkable success, handled with alacrity,
diligence, dexterity and skill. High upon Olympus hosts of ancient Pooleys
opened a bottle of champagne and toasted their descendant.

Pooley strode down the alley with a jaunty spring to his step. He had not
gone but three yards, however, when the vengeful left pedal of Marchant caught
him by the sound trouser-cuff and upended him into the muddy gloom.

“You swine,” growled Pooley, lashing out with his boots in as many directions
as possible.

“Who’s there?” said a voice from an upper window.

Jim edged along the side wall of the house, gained the street and took to his
heels. In the darkened alleyway Omally’s bike chuckled mechanically to its iron
self and rang its bell in delight. On High Olympus the Pooleys sought other
amusements.

6

Captain Carson stood upon the porch of the Seamen’s Mission taking in the
fresh morning air. The Mission was situated on the Butts Estate not a stone’s
throw from Professor Slocombe’s house. It was a fine Victorian building, built in
an era when craftsmen took a pride in their work and knew nothing of time and
a half and guaranteed Sunday working. Now the once-proud structure had



fallen into bitter disrepair; its chimney pots leaned at crazy angles, its roof
lacked many essential tiles, paint peeled from the carved gables. That which the
tireless assault of wind and weather had not achieved without, had been amply
accomplished within by woodworm and a multifarious variety of fungi, dry rot
and deathwatch beetle.

The Captain stood framed in the doorway, master of his land-bound ship.
Thirty years he had been at the helm. The Mission, bequeathed to the borough
by a long dead Victorian benefactor and maintained by a substantial
foundation, was the Captain’s pride. A fine figure of a man, still erect and
dignified although now the graveyard side of seventy, the Captain took a pull
upon his cherrywood pipe and let escape a blue swirl of seaman’s smoke. His
white hair and tabby beard, the faded blue of his rollneck sweater, the
bellbottom trousers and yachting sandals all bespoke in him a man who lived
and breathed for nothing but the salt winds of the briny deep and the roar of
the shorebound breakers.

Sad to say the Captain had never seen the sea. He had taken the job at the
Mission at a time when jobs were few and far between and one took what one
could. The only stipulation given had been that the applicant must be a man of
nautical bent with a love of the sea who would maintain the Mission to the
highest ideals and qualities of his Majesty’s Fleet.

Togging up at a theatrical outfitter’s with his last few pennies Horatio B.
Carson applied for the post. His characterization must have been as convincing
as that of Charles Laughton in Mutiny on the Bounty, because “Captain” Carson
was immediately accepted for the job.

His duties were not arduous. Few if any sailors had ever honoured the
Mission with their visits. However, a proliferation of down and outs, ne’er-do-
wells, roguish knights of the road, shoelace pedlars and grimy individuals
smelling strongly of meths and cheap sherry had soon appeared upon the
doorstep. The Captain welcomed each in turn, extending to them the utmost
courtesy, carrying their sorry bundles and opening doors before them.

“Here is your room, sir,” he would say, drawing their attention to the
luxuriance of the pillows and the fine quality of the bedcoverings. “Our last
lodger had to leave in something of a hurry,” he would explain. “He, like your
good self, was a seafaring man and the doctors at the isolation hospital said
that there would have been some hope of saving his life had they been able to
identify the crippling and particularly virulent form of disease to which he so
sadly succumbed. I haven’t had a chance to fumigate the room yet, but I am
sure that your travels must by now have made you immune to most sicknesses,
even of the horrendously disfiguring and painful variety which so sorrowfully
took him from us.”

At this point the Captain would remove his hat, place it over his heart and
look skyward. The tramp to which he was addressing this tragic monologue
would follow the direction of his eyes then make his exit, often at astonishing
speed, with talk of “pressing engagements” and “business elsewhere”.

In the thirty long years of the Captain’s residence, no visitor, no matter how
apparent his need or dire his circumstance, be his tale one to raise a tear in a
glass eyeball, no visitor had ever spent a single night within the Seamen’s
Mission.

On this particular morning as the Captain stood upon the porch his thoughts
dwelt mainly upon money, the strange ways of fate and the scourge of



homosexuality. He knew that he could not expect many more years within the
Mission and that his days were most definitely numbered. The job supplied no
pension, and with the swelling list of forged signatures speaking of the
enormous physical effort required of one man to maintain the Mission there
had been talk of employing a younger person. The yearly meeting between
himself and the Foundation’s trustees had been but a week before and he, the
Captain, had handed over his tailored accounts and spoken modestly of his
good works. But a new face had appeared upon the Committee this year, a
young and eager face. During the previous twelve months one of the Trustees
had died and the lot had fallen to his nephew to succeed him.

Young Brian Crowley had no love for elderly sea captains. His distaste for
such patriarchs was only exceeded by his out-and-out hatred for tramps,
loafers, down-and-outs, gypsies, foreigners and women. The limp-wristed Brian
cared little for anybody other than an Italian waiter who worked at the Adelaide
Tea Rooms. He had promised to set Mario up in his own restaurant, the dago
waiter being a veritable “wizard-de-cuisine” and exceptionally well hung into the
bargain.

The fates, which had conspired to arrange the sad demise of his dear uncle
and Brian’s succession to the Foundation committee, had also decreed that this
year the Council would raise their annual offer for the purchase of the Mission
to a more than adequate sum.

The Captain sucked again upon his pipe. He could read faces well enough,
and young Brian’s had been an open book. It might well be the time to shape
up and ship out. His nest-egg was by now pretty substantial, enough for a
small cottage somewhere, possibly by the sea. It might be nice to actually see
the waves breaking on a beach. “I wonder if they make a lot of noise?” he said
to himself.

Suddenly far up the road a flicker of movement caught his eye. He watched
with passing interest as a ragged figure turned the corner beside the Memorial
Library and shambled towards him with an odd yet purposeful gait.

It was the figure of a tramp. The Captain raised his nautical glass to view the
apparition. A swift glance was enough. “Ugh!” said the Captain.

The tramp plodded nearer and nearer, and the Captain rummaged about in
his vast mental storehouse for a tale of woe suitable to the occasion. Strangely
none seemed readily available. The tramp trod closer, his big floppy boots
stomping down into the ground. The Captain began to whistle an uneasy
version of the famous shanty “Orange Claw Hammer”.

The tramp was crossing the road towards the Mission. He stopped. The
Captain ceased his whistling. The birds were silent and the Captain could no
longer smell the fragrant scent of honeysuckle. He felt cold, and even though
the early summer sun breathed down upon him a shiver arose at the base of
his spine. The Captain held his breath. Of a sudden the wretch turned upon his
heel and stalked away down a side turning. As if at a signal the birds burst
forth again into a cascade of song and the Captain regained the use of his
nostrils. He let free a sigh of utmost relief and reached into his sleeve for his
matches.

“Could I trouble you for a glass of water, please?” said a voice at his elbow.

The Captain turned in horror, spilling his matches to the ground. Beside him
stood a tramp of hideous aspect. “Sorry, did I startle you?” said the creature



with what seemed to be a voice of genuine concern. “It is a bad habit of mine, I
really most control it.”

“Damn you, sir,” swore the Captain, “creepin’ up on a fella.”

“My apologies,” said the tramp, removing the battered relic which served him
as hat, and bowing to the ground. “But if you would be so kind, a glass of water
would serve well at this time.”

The Captain muttered a terse “Come in then” and led his unspeakable visitor
into the Mission. “You caught me at a bad moment,” he said.

The tramp found no cause to reply.

“I was just having a moment or two’s fresh air before I continue my search.”
The Captain drew the tramp a glass of water. The tramp received it with a great
show of gratitude. “My thanks,” said he.

“Yes,” the Captain continued, “my search.”

The tramp seemed uninterested in the Captain’s search but he nodded
politely.

“Yes, carelessly I have upset my case of deadly scorpions; I fear that they
have gone to earth in the sleeping quarters.”

“Scorpions indeed?” said the tramp. “I have some experience in such matters,
I will help you search.”

The Captain eyed his visitor with suspicion. “That will not be necessary, I
should not like there to be an unfortunate accident, these fellows are wantonly
vicious in their attitude towards any but myself.”

“If you are on such good terms, possibly you should just put out some milk
and give them a call,” said the tramp helpfully.

The Captain sucked strongly upon his pipe. “I fear that that would prove
futile,” he said. “Devious fellows scorpions, and mine I believe to be deaf.”

“Devious indeed,” said the tramp. “Have you seen this trick?” He held the
glass of water out at arm’s length and stared into it with a fixed and steady
gaze. The Captain watched in puzzlement, his eyes flickering between the glass
and the tramp’s glaring red pupils, which now began to glitter with a strange
and sinister light.

Bubbles began to appear in the glass; one by one they popped to the surface,
growing in force one upon another they burst upwards; steam began to rise.

The Captain said, “It’s boiling, be damned!”

The tramp handed the churning glass to the Captain, who gingerly received
it. “I should like a room for the night,” said the tramp.

“The water is cold,” said the Captain, dumbfounded.

“A trick, no more. About the room?”

“The scorpions!”

The tramp said, “I don’t think we need worry about the scorpions. I have here
in my pocket a trained cobra that will easily seek out any scorpions lounging
about.”

“Hold there,” said the Captain. “That surely will not be necessary. I think that
the warm sun may well have drawn any errant insects beyond the bounds of
the Mission.”

“That is good to hear,” said the tramp. “Now, about the room?”

“This room is vacant.” The Captain swung open a door to reveal a neatly
dressed cubicle. “It is sad that it carries such a dreadful reputation.”

“Indeed?” The tramp prodded the bed and turned back the woollen coverlet.



“Yes, no soul has ever stayed a full night in it, none reveal what horrors take
hold of them, but of those who attempted to remain, one committed suicide and
three more are even now residents at St Bernard’s Asylum, hopeless lunatics.”

“Indeed?” The tramp sat down upon the bed and bounced soundlessly upon
the steady springs.

“Gibbering they were,” said the Captain. “I have sailed the seven seas and
seen sights that would blast the sanity from a lesser man but I can tell you I
was shaken when I saw the looks upon the faces of those unlucky fellows.”

The tramp shook his head slowly. “My word,” was all he would say. The
Captain had an uneasy feeling that Brian Crowley had a hand in this. “The
hospitality of the Mission is well known,” said the tramp. “Only last week I
bumped into Alfredo Beranti and Roger Kilharric both joyfully extolling the
virtues of your beneficient establishment.”

The Captain scratched at his head. The names seemed strangely familiar.
“And Dennis Cunningham,” the tramp continued, “forever praising the haute-
cuisine.” The Captain became suddenly weak about the knees. He knew those
names well enough, they were three of the cast of imaginary tramps with which
he peopled the pages of his yearly accounts.

“And Old Wainwright McCarthy,” the tramp said, “and...”

“No, no,” screamed the Captain in an unnatural voice, “enough, enough!”

“What time is dinner to be served?”

“Dinner?”

“Knobby Giltrap spoke highly of the shepherd’s pie.”

“Six o’clock,” said the Captain.

“A little early, perhaps?”

“Seven then,” said the Captain, “or eight if you please.”

“Seven will be fine,” smiled the tramp. “Now I think I shall take a brief nap.
Pray awaken me at six thirty.”

With that the Captain was ushered from the cubicle and out into the
corridor, where he stood in the semi-darkness chewing upon the stem of his
pipe, his breath coming and going in rapid grunts.

“And don’t over-season my veg,” came a voice through the panelled cubicle
door.

* * * * *

The tramp sat back in the Captain’s chair and eased open the lower buttons
of his waistcoat. “Very palatable,” said he.

The Captain had watched with set features whilst the tramp devoured two
bowls of soup, all the shepherd’s pie, a plate of potatoes, two double helpings of
peas, a bowl of custard and a large slice of chocolate gateau.

“Is there anything to follow?” asked the tramp politely.

“To follow?”

“Well, brandy, a cigar, or even a fill for my pipe?”

The Captain rose to his feet pulling away the napkin from his roll neck. “Now
see here!” he roared.

“Gaffer Tim Garney was telling me of your generosity with the navy plug?”

The Captain flung the tramp his tobacco pouch. “Shag,” said he, slumping
into a chair.

“Shag then, my thanks again.” The tramp took to filling his pipe, his
glittering eyes wandering towards the Captain’s brandy bottle.

”»



“l expect youll be wanting to make an early start tomorrow?” said the
Captain.

The tramp said, “Excuse me?”

“Well,” the Captain replied, “I know you fellows, can’t keep you cooped up
under a roof for very long. Life of freedom eh, knights of the road, the sky
above, the earth below?”

The tramp scratched his head, raising small clouds of blue dust. “There I am
afraid you are mistaken. Please do not construe from my appearance that I
incline towards the life of the casual wanderer. On the contrary, my every
movement is guided towards inevitable consequence. I follow my kharma as all
must.”

“Indeed?” said the Captain. “Well, far be it from me to hinder you in your
search for the ultimate truth.”

“I feel that our paths have not crossed out of idle chance,” said the tramp, “in
fact, I will go so far as to say that destiny has pointed me to your door with a
straight and unwavering digit.”

“Possibly this same destiny will point you in yet another direction tomorrow?”

“l doubt that,” said the tramp with a note of finality. “Now, about this
brandy?”

* * * * *

The Captain rose early the next morning. He had lain sleeplessly upon his
bunk chewing at his knuckles and muttering nautical curses into the early
hours. The ghastly truth that he was no longer alone beneath the Mission roof
gnawed at his hermitical soul like a rat at a leper’s foot. By dawn he had run
himself dry of profanity and fallen into an uneasy sleep.

Now he stalked to and fro along the verandah emitting thick clouds of
seaman’s shag and grumbling to himself. Somehow he must rid himself of this
unwelcome visitor, but if Brian Crowley was at the bottom of it he must be on
his guard. He would just have to treat the hideous stranger with politeness
while hinting with firm conviction that the traveller might fare better in distant
and sunnier climes. He looked up at the sky and was appalled to see that it was
likely to be another beautiful day.

Suddenly a voice at his elbow said, “I see you like to make an early start to
the day, Captain.”

Colour drained from the Captain’s face and he dropped his tobacco pouch,
spilling its contents to the verandah floor. “Must you always come damn well
creeping up?” he coughed as he took a great gust of smoke up his nostrils.

“l must say that I slept very well,” said the tramp. “What is on the menu for
breakfast?”

The Captain folded his brow into a look of intense perplexity. “You seem
exceedingly spry for a man who demolished an entire bottle of brandy and
better part of an ounce of shag in a single evening.”

“And very nice too,” said the tramp. “Now as to breakfast?”

“l make it a rule never to over-eat at this time of the day,” the Captain
explained. “Makes a man sluggish, impairs the limbs, corrodes the arteries. A
simple bowl of bran and a glass of salt water serve as my early morning repast.”

“l should kindly prefer double eggs, bacon, sausages, beans, mushrooms,
tomato and a fried slice. Possibly, as I have no wish to lessen your resolve, you
would prefer to eat alone,” said the tramp.



The Captain pulled upon his lower lip. “Possibly that would be impolite of
me, it is always wise to eat well before travel.” Here he looked at the tramp from
the corner of his eye. “Thus we shall have a hearty meal of it before your
departure.”

The tramp smiled. “Have no fear upon that account, I have no intention of
moving on within the foreseeable future.”

The Captain frowned furiously and stalked away to the kitchen. The tramp
scooped up the fallen pouch and proceeded to refill his pipe.

7

As founder and sole member of the Brentford and West London Hollow Earth
Society Soap Distant thought it about time to put matters firmly into
perspective. “There have been many words spoken and much local controversy
over the arrival of a certain extraordinary being upon our streets of late,” he
announced to the Saturday lunchtime crowd in the Swan’s saloon bar.

Neville nodded thoughtfully. The tramp had been pretty much the sole topic
of conversation in the borough for nearly a month although his last sighting
was more than a fortnight ago.

“l know that you all understand to whom I refer,” said Soap.

Those who did nodded. Those who did, but had no wish to listen to yet
another of Soap’s endless diatribes upon the denizens of the inner world took a
sudden interest in the bottoms of their pint glasses.

“Speculation has been rife,” Soap continued, “and up until now I have kept
my counsel whilst the false prophets among you have battled one another to a
standstill. Now and only now I am ready to impart to you the sole and
unimpeachably cosmic truth.”

Omally groaned. “I had an uncle once,” said he, hoping to change the
subject, “who swallowed a golf ball thinking it to be a plover’s egg.”

“Really,” said old Pete, who hated Soap Distant and his “bloody silly notions”.
“And what happened to your uncle, how was he?”

“A little under par,” said the Irishman.

“There are none so deaf as those who will not hear,” said Soap.

“Here, steady on,” said Norman.

“How many times have I propounded my theories regarding the lands
beneath and their interterrestrial occupants, and how many times have I
offered irrefutable proof as to their existence, only to be scoffed at and ridiculed
by those pseudo-intellectuals who nestle in seats of authority having sprung up
like mildewed fungi upon the rotting corpse of this present society?”

“Many times,” said Omally. “A great many times.”

“Listen.” Soap rattled his pint glass upon the bar top in agitation. “I know all
about your views on the subject, you are a Philistine.”

“I resent that,” said John, “I am from the South.”

“Beneath the surface of the globe,” said Soap in a reverent tone, “is the vast
and beautiful land of Agharta, and in that sunken realm at the very centre of
the planet, Shamballah, capital city of Earth. Here in unimaginable splendour
dwells Rigdenjyepo, King of the World, whose emissaries, the subterranean



monks of black habit, weave their ways through the endless network of ink-
dark corridors which link the capital cities of the ancient world.”

“Such is the popular Buddhist doctrine,” said Omally.

“Rigdenjyepo is in constant contact with the Dalai Lama,” said Soap.

“The Dalai rarely drinks in these parts,” said John.

Soap threw up his arms in dismay. “When the great day comes and the
portals are opened then the smile will flee your face like a rat from a sinking
ship.”

Omally brought his smile into full prominence. “I have always found it to be
the case,” said he ingeniously, “that most ships, especially those sailing under
the colours of the Esoteric Line, generally sink due to a surfeit of rats weighing
heavily upon the bows.”

“Holes in the Poles,” said Soap, thrusting the Irishman aside and stalking
away to the gents.

“I think you may have offended him,” said Neville.

Omally shrugged. “He’ll be back. Give me another of the same please, Neville.
And pray take one for yourself. And what is the explanation of that poster in
your window?”

Neville, somewhat taken aback at the Irishman’s generosity, reddened about
the cheeks upon the mention of the poster. He pulled two pints in silence.
“Poster?” he said, finally. Omally accepted his pint.

“The poster displayed upon your window which reads, and I quote from
memory, ‘Thursday Night is Cowboy Night at the Flying Swan, Yahoo, Barbeque
Country Music Best-Dressed Cowboy Comp, Big Prizes, Fancy Dress Optional.”

Neville hung his head in shame. “The brewery,” he said. “After the Channel
wading business the brewery seem to have been taking an indecent interest in
the Swan’s affairs.”

Omally drew deeply upon his pint. “A sad business,” said he.

“I have been issued with an outfit,” said Neville in a hushed tone.

“Outfit?”

“Cowboy, chaps and all that.”

“Good God.”

“There are prizes for the best dressed cowboy, a bottle of scotch, two hundred
cigarettes and a voucher which enables you to dine at one of the brewery’s
licensed eating-houses.”

Omally raised his bristling eyebrows. “A bottle of scotch, eh?” His voice was
one of casual unconcern. “Has Pooley been in today?”

Neville shook his head. Omally gestured to Neville with a motion which
counselled secrecy and discretion. “It is better,” said he, “that we do not cause
any great rumpus over this cowboy thing. The regulars might become
somewhat incensed, the Swan being an establishment renowned for its
conservatism.” Omally pulled at his lower eye-lid suggestively.

Neville nodded thoughtfully. “I can sympathize with your feelings, John,” said
he, “but you must understand that the brewery pull the strings as it were and I
must comply with their wishes, no matter how unseemly they might appear.”

“Unseemly is hardly the word. And what’s all this about a barbecue?”

“I've had one built on the patio of the beer garden.”

“Beer garden?” Omally leant forward across the bar and fixed Neville with a
baleful stare. “I have partaken of alcoholic beverage in this establishment man
and boy these fifteen years. Possibly I suffer from some strange aberration of



the optical apparatus which deprives my sight of beer gardens and patios
thereupon, but if you might be referring to the tiny strip of back yard behind
the Gents where you stack the empties then I might suggest that you
reconsider your terminology.”

“The brewery have done a conversion,” said Neville.

“Oh, a conversion is it? Would this conversion by any chance have been
carried out by those two master builders known locally as Jungle John and
Hairy Dave?” The part-time barman nodded. “And this patio has been built with
the bricks and mortar we were led to believe were to be used in the
restructuring of the bog roof?”

Neville hung his head in shame. He had led the deception, it was true. “It was
meant to be a nice surprise,” said he in a wounded tone.

“Might we view this nice surprise?” the Irishman asked.

“Not until Thursday,” said the barman, “and Omally, I might beg you not to
cause anything in the way of a scandal over this patio. A representative from
the brewery will be present for the occasion and any controversy might reflect
badly upon my position here.”

Omally sipped thoughtfully at his pint. “How many are you expecting then?”

“About two hundred.”

Omally spluttered into his beer, sending a stream of froth up his nose. “Two
hundred?”

“The brewery say that such a turn-out is average, they have put some adverts
in the local papers.”

“Regarding these two hundred cowboys who will shortly be descending upon
the Flying Swan for a hoe-down in the ten-foot-square backyard,” said Omally.
“Can you expect to hear the crack of the mule whip, the roaring of Colt forty-
fives, the rattle of wooden wheel and flap of canvas as the mighty covered
wagons roll over the prairie bound for Brentford, the thunder of pony hoof upon
tarmac and the lusty vocal renderings of Mule Skinner Blues and Do Not
Forsake Me, Oh My Darling?”

“There will be cheap drinking and an extension until eleven-thirty,” said
Neville.

“Do Not Forsake Me, Oh My Darling,” sang John Omally, flinging an
imaginary stetson into the air.

Soap Distant, who had finally returned from the gents, said, “With a bottle of
scotch as a prize, cut-price drink and an eleven-thirty extension we can expect
to see at least one Irish John Wayne impersonator swaggering through the
Saloon Bar door toting a six-gun and asking for two fingers of redeye.”

Omally smiled indulgently. “Possibly, Soap,” said he, “you will be taking the
opportunity to invite up a few of your chums from the inner earth. Tell me now,
does old Rigdenjyepo get the likes of Laramie on his underworld twenty-inch or
is the reception a bit ropey down there?”

Soap rose purposefully to his feet and stood swaying to and fro, his hand
upon the bartop for support. “You, sir, are an ignorant Irish blaggard,” quoth
he, raising a shaky fist to strike Omally.

“Soap was telling me that flying saucers are manifestations of the static souls
of bygone civilizations,” said Neville, who was not only pleased that the subject
of Cowboy Night had been forgotten but was also a great stirrer.



“I've heard that little gem on more than one occasion,” said John, “but you
and I know that there is a logical and straightforward explanation for that
particular phenomenon.”

“There is?”

“Of course, flying saucers are in fact nothing more than the chromeplated
helmets of five-mile high invisible fairy folk.”

The Irishman, having both sobriety and the eye for impending violence to his
account, stepped swiftly out of the hollow-earther’s range. Soap’s fist whistled
by harmlessly.

Neville was making some motion towards his knobkerry when the door
swung open to reveal none other than Mr James Pooley. Jim stood framed in
the opening, thumbs clasped into his belt and a licorish-paper roll-up in the
corner of his mouth. “Howdy pardners,” he drawled.

Omally groaned and hid his face in his hands.

“Howdy Soap,” Jim continued, “you subterranean sidewinder, you look
mighty like as if yore meaning to slap leather with this here Irish hombre.”

Soap was squaring up for another shot at Omally’s chin; now his fist hovered
motionless in mid-air as if freed from the powers of gravity. “You what?” was all
he could say.

Neville leant across the counter. “Before you ask, Jim,” he said, “I am fresh
out of Buckskin bourbon, Mississippi Sippin’ liquor, Kentucky rye, Redeye
whiskey or any other brand of white man’s firewater.”

“I shall just have a pint of the usual then Neville.” Jim seated himself
between the two combatants and withdrew from his pocket the exact change.
Neville drew off a pint of his very best.

Soap placed a drunken hand upon Jim’s shoulder. “I am glad you have
arrived, Jim Pooley, for now you can witness the rapid demolition of this Irish
lout here.”

Pooley whistled through his teeth. “That indeed will be a sight worth
watching.”

“It will be terrible but instructive,” said Soap.

“Soap,” said Jim, “Soap, may I ask under which grand master of the oriental
arts you study?”

Soap said, “Eh?”

“Well, I take it that you are acquainted with Mr Omally’s skills in this
direction?”

Soap shook his head and peered suspiciously over Jim’s shoulder at the
Irishman.

“You are surely aware,” Jim continued, “that Omally here is an exponent of
Dimac, the deadliest form of martial art known to mankind, and that he could
instantly disable you should he so wish, his hands and feet being deadly
weapons.” Soap’s face took on a look of bewilderment as Jim rambled on. “That
he was personally schooled by Count Dante, dubbed by friend and foe alike as
none other than the Deadliest Man on Earth. That he is a master of Poison
Hand, surely the most horrendous of all the vicious crippling skills, whose
maiming, mutilating, disfiguring, tearing and rending techniques strike terror
into the hearts of even the most highly danned and darkly belted Kung Fu,
Karate and Ju-jitsu exponents. That with little more than a deft touch he
can...”



“Enough, enough,” said Soap, “it was merely a difference of opinion, nothing
more. Here, John, let us speak no more of such things, join me in a pint.”

John waggled his fingers in a movement suggestive of immense dexterity. “I
shall be pleased to,” said he, “and possibly as our friend Jim here has acted the
role of arbitrator you would wish to show your appreciation with a similar
gesture of goodwill.” He clicked his knuckles noisily.

“Three pints please, Neville,” said Soap, “and have one yourself.” With many
echoes of “Cheers” and “Down the hatchway”, the three set in for an evening’s
drinking.

Thus did Omally form a deep and meaningful relationship with Soap Distant.
That the two held each other generally in absolute and utter contempt was no
longer important. Here, as Neville ejected the dear friends into the street and
pushed the bolt home, Soap Distant, Jim Pooley and John Omally found
themselves swaying along the highway, arms about each other’s shoulders,
engaged upon the vocal rendition of one of Pooley’s own compositions, “If there
are no spots on a sugar cube then I've just put a dice in my tea.”

Omally halted to urinate into the doorway of Norman’s papershop. “That is
for all waders to France,” he said.

“And for the exorbitant price of imported Fine Art Publications,
added, following suit.

“l have no axe to grind regarding the proprietor of this establishment,” said
Soap, “but I perform this function out of biological necessity and the spirit of
pure badness!”

“Well said, Soap,” said Omally, “I have surely misjudged you as an
individual.”

“All for one and one for all,” said Jim Pooley, as three golden rapiers crossed
in the moonlight. Amid much fly zipping, in which three separate shirt fronts
were torn asunder, Soap said, “I have maturing in my cellar several bottles of a
home-produced claret which I think you gentlemen might find most pleasing.”

“If, in this newfound eloquence,” said Omally, “you refer to that home-brewed
lighter fuel which you call Chateau Distante, then we would be pleased to join
you in a glass or three.”

»
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Rumours abounded regarding the mysteries lurking behind the gaily painted
front door of 15 Sprite Street. Strange noises had been heard in the nights
coming as from the bowels of the earth, weird rumblings and vibrations. Cats
gave Soap’s back yard a wide berth and the milkman would venture no further
than the front gate. How this ordinary little house had managed to gain such
notoriety had always been beyond Omally’s understanding. Believing as he did
that Soap was little more than a buffoon, the way in which his neighbours
avoided him and even crossed over the street before reaching his house had the
Irishman baffled.

Pooley, to whom most doors swung open one way or another, had never yet
managed to cross the portal, although he had employed many devious devices.
He could probably have persuaded even Cerberus to leave his post and go off in
search of a few dog biscuits. Soap had always been impervious. Thus it came as



something of a shock to find himself and Omally now standing in the tiny front
garden whilst Soap shushed them into silence and felt about in his pockets for
the key.

“Now,” said Soap in a voice of deadly seriousness, “before you enter I must
ask that all you may see within must never be divulged to another living soul.”

Pooley, who had been in the Scouts for a day, raised two fingers to his
forehead and said, “Dib-Dib-Dib.” Omally, who was finding it hard to keep a
straight face, licked his thumb and said, “See this wet, see this dry, cut my
throat if I tell a lie.”

Soap shrugged. “I suppose I can expect no more. Now come, step carefully
because the light will not function until the front door is closed and bolted from
within.” He turned the key and pushed the door open into the Stygian darkness
within.

“You seem somewhat security-conscious, Soap,” said Omally.

Invisibly in the darkness Soap tapped his nose. “One cannot be too careful
when one is Keeper of the Great Mystery.”

Pooley whistled. “The Great Mystery, eh?”

Soap threw the bolt, made several inexplicable clicking noises with what
seemed to be switches and suddenly the room was ablaze with light.

“My God,” said Omally in a voice several octaves higher than usual. As the
two stood blinking in the brightness Soap studied their faces with something
approaching glee. These were the first mortals other than himself ever to see his
masterwork and their awe and bewilderment were music to his eyes. “What do
you think then?”

Omally was speechless. Pooley just said, “By the gods!”

The wall dividing the front room from the back parlour had been removed
along with all the floorboards and joists on the ground floor. The section of
flooring on which the three now stood was nothing more than the head of a
staircase which led down and down into an enormous cavern of great depth
which had been excavated obviously with elaborate care and over a long period
of time. A ladder led up to the bedroom, the staircase having been long ago
removed.

Omally stared down into the blackness of the mighty pit which yawned below
him. “Where does it go to?” he asked.

“Down,” said Soap. “Always down but also around and about.”

“I must be going now,” said Pooley, “must be up and making an early start,
lots to do.”

“You've seen nothing yet,” said Soap, “this is only the entrance.”

Omally was shaking his head in wonder. “You dug this then?”

“No, not just me.” Soap laughed disturbingly. “My great-grandfather began it
shortly after the house was built, the lot fell then to my grandfather and down
the line to me, last of the Distants, and guardian of the Great Mystery.”

“It’s madness,” said Omally, “the whole street will collapse.”

Soap laughed again. “No, never, my family have the know as it were, they
worked upon the Thames tunnel back in the days of Brunei.”

“But that collapsed.”

“Never, that’s what the authorities said. The truth was that the navigators
who dug that ill-fated pit stumbled upon an entrance to the worlds beneath and
the tunnel had to be closed hurriedly and an excuse found to please the
public.”



“You mean your old ones actually met up with these folk below?”

“Certainly. Shall we go down then?” said Soap.

Pooley said, “I'll wait here.”

“I invited you in for a drink and a drink you are going to have.”

“l think that I am no longer thirsty,” said Jim, “and after this, I think that I
might take a vow of abstinence.”

“God,” said Omally, “don’t say such a thing even in jest.”

“Come on then,” said Soap, “I will lead the way, it is not far to the first
chamber.”

“First chamber?”

“Oh, yes, the caverns lead down into the bowels of the earth and subsidiary
tunnels reach out in all directions, some for several miles at a stretch.” Soap
flicked several more switches and led the way down the long flight of steps
which reached downward into the darkness. As they descended the way before
them sprung into light and the pathway behind fell to darkness.

“Clever that, eh?” said Soap. “An invention of my greatgrandfather’s, don’t
ask me how it works because I don’t know.”

“Must save some money on the electric bill,” said Jim.

“Electric bill?” Soap gave another of his hideous laughs which boomed along
the corridors and down into the pit, returning in ghostly echoes back to them.
“I'm tapped directly into the grid. I've never paid for gas or electric as long as
I've lived.”

Jim shook his head in dismay. “This is unreal,” said he, “how can all this
exist and nobody know about it? And what did you and your forefathers do with
all the earth from these diggings?”

“Aha,” said Soap having another tap at his nose, “ahal”

At length they reached a vaulted chamber. Pooley later reckoned that it must
have been about fifty yards in diameter but it was impossible to tell for certain
as the lighting was only evident at whichever spot they stood.

“Now, about this wine,” Soap said. “The temperature here is ideal for hocks,
border roses, Rhine wines, sweet sherry and growing mushrooms.”

From an enormous wine rack Soap withdrew a dusty-looking bottle and
having no corkscrew readily at hand punched in the cork with his thumb.
“Bottoms up,” he said taking an enormous swig. He passed the bottle to
Omally. “Try it, it’s a fifty-year-old vintage.”

Omally took a small indecisive sip, smacked his lips a few times, took a great
swig and then one very very large swig. “It is indeed good stuff,” said he, wiping
his sleeve across his mouth and passing the bottle to Jim Pooley.

Jim, who had watched the Irishman’s performance with interest, needed no
telling twice. He put the bottle to his lips and drew off a long and satisfying
draught.

“Very shortly now,” said Soap, accepting the bottle from Pooley and finishing
it off, “very shortly now contact will be made, I may be only inches away.”

Omally nodded, his eyes wandering over the wine rack. Soap pulled out
another bottle and punched in the cork. “Feel free,” he said.

Omally felt free.

“l have all the ancient maps you see, my forebears knew the locations and
they knew it was the work of several generations, but now I am there, the
moment is close at hand, mankind stands poised upon the brink of the greatest
of all discoveries, the new Golden Age, the dawn of the new tomorrow...”



Soap’s voice was rising in pitch. John Omally took another hasty pull upon
the bottle and passed it hurriedly to Jim. “We had best get out of here old pal, I
have a feeling | know what’s coming,” he whispered.

Soap was stalking about the cavern, arms raised, ranting at the top of his
voice. Jim and John watched in stunned silence as the haunting light followed
him from place to place, eerily illuminating his frantic motions. As he drew
further from them his voice faded as if absorbed into the rock; his staccato
movements and dramatic gestures lent to him the appearance of some bizarre
mime artiste acting out an inexplicable saga beneath a travelling spotlight.

Soap lurched over to the wine rack and popped the cork from another bottle
of wine. “Here,” he said, “here I'll show you, the legacy of the Distants, I'll show
you.”

“We’ll take your word for it,” said Omally.

“We really must be making a move now,” Jim added in a convincing tone
which concealed the fact that he was having great difficulty in controlling his
bladder.

“No, no! You are here, the only ones, you must be present when the Portals
are unlocked, you cannot be allowed to leave!”

“That is what I thought was coming,” muttered Omally.

“This way, this way!” With the wine bottle bobbing in his hand and the eerie
light shining about him Soap made his way rapidly down a side corridor leaving
Pooley and Omally in the darkness.

“I cannot remember by which entrance we came into this place,” said John.

“l have no idea as to that myself,” Jim replied, “and I am beginning to feel
very poorly, vintage wine and Neville’s Large making a poor cocktail.”

“l fear we must follow him or stand alone in the darkness,” said John, “for
the trick of light apparently works only to his account.” Jim wondered if
magnetism might play some part in the situation. But now seemed a bad time
for idle speculation, so he shrugged his shoulders in the darkness and the two
set off to follow the glowworm figure of Soap Distant as it moved away in front
of them.

“l estimate, although it is impossible to be certain, that we must be
somewhere beneath the London Road,” said John.

“l had the same feeling myself,” Jim replied. “But I hope you realize and will
record upon some tablet or graven plaque even though it be in my own
memoriam that this whole thing is utterly fantastic and totally impossible.”

“Certainly these caverns appear to be the work of no earthly spade. I think
that somewhere back along the bloodline of the Distants someone must have
discovered this place by chance, although as to its original purpose and its
manner of excavation, that is unimaginable.”

“Come quickly now!” screamed Soap, shining up ahead. “We are nearly
there!”

Of a sudden they came to a halt, the tunnel terminating unexpectedly in
what appeared to be a pair of massive iron doors.

“You see!” screamed Soap. Omally noted that beads of perspiration were
rolling down his forehead and that evil lines of white foam extended from the
corners of his mouth and vanished beneath his chin. “You see, you see, the
holy Portal!”

Omally approached the gigantic doors. They were obviously of great age and
looked capable of holding back the force of several armies. In the ghost light he



could make out the heads of enormous rivets running in columns from top to
bottom, and what appeared to be a large yet intricately constructed mechanism
leading from two wheels that looked like the stopcocks on some titanic
plumbing system. Central to each door was a brass plaque bearing upon it a
heraldic device of uncertain origin.

It was the wheels that drew Omally’s attention. There was something
hauntingly familiar about them, and he tried to recall where he had seen them
before. As he stepped forward Soap Distant barred his way. “No, no!” he
screamed. “You may not touch, it is for me, I the last in the line, I who must
fulfil the prophecies, I who must open the Portal.”

“Soap,” said John seriously, “Soap, I do not feel that you should open these
doors, something tells me that it would be a grave mistake.”

Pooley nodded wildly. “Best leave them eh, Soap? Can’t just go unlocking
every door you come to.”

Soap turned and ran his hands over the pitted surface of the iron doors. “I
think,” said John who was fast realizing the gravity of this particular situation,
“I think Soap, that if you are adamant about this door opening business, then it
would be better for you to be alone at the moment of opening. It would be
wrong of us to stand around looking on. If the prophecies say that you are to
open the Portal then open it you should. Alone!” Soap looked somewhat
dubious but Omally continued unabashed, “The honour must be yours, we
have no right to share it, show us back to the foot of the staircase where we will
await your glorious return.”

“Glorious return, yes.” Soap’s voice was suddenly pensive. Pooley’s head
nodded enthusiastically while at the same time his legs crossed and recrossed
themselves.

“So be it then!” Soap strode between the two men and as the light moved with
him Omally took one last look at the gigantic doors, chewed upon his bottom lip
a moment, then followed the receding Soap back along the death-black
corridor.

Soap’s will-o-the-wisp figure danced along ahead of them like a marsh
phantom, weaving through the labyrinth of tunnels and finally into the huge
central chamber. Peering up Omally could make out the lights of 15 Sprite
Street, a reassuring glow high above. Soap stood breathing heavily through his
nose, his fists clenched and his face a wax mask of sweat. Pooley was clutching
desperately at his groin. Omally shifted nervously from one foot to the other.

“You wait then!” said Soap suddenly. “Tonight is the night towards which the
entire course of mankind’s history has inevitably run. Tonight the ultimate
mysteries will be known! Tonight the Portal will be opened!”

“Yes, yes,” said Omally, “we’ll wait here then.”

Soap’s eyes had glazed. It was clear that he no longer saw Pooley or Omally;
he had become focused both mentally and physically upon some distant point.
His voice boomed on, filling the caverns, washing over the black rocks like some
evil sonic wave. “Blessed be the Gods of Ancient Earth. The dark ones and
dwellers of the deep places. Great Rigdenjyepo, King of the World, Lord of the
Nether Regions, Guardian of the Inner Secrets!”

Omally cupped his hands about his ears and muttered the rosary beneath
his breath. Pooley, whose bladder was on the point of giving up the unequal
struggle, rolled his eyes desperately.



Without warning Soap suddenly jerked forward. The two friends watched his
glittering form flickering away into the darkness, his voice bouncing to and fro
about the vaulted corridors, until finally the light died away and the ghastly
echoing cries became only a memory.

Omally and Pooley stood a moment faintly outlined by the light above. Slowly
they turned to face one another, came to a joint decision which argued strongly
for the authenticity of mental telepathy, and with one movement made for the
stairs.

* * * * *

Minutes later on the corner of Sprite Street Omally crouched, bent double,
hands upon knees, gasping for breath. Pooley did little other than sigh deeply
as he relieved himself through the railings into the Memorial Park. Between the
gasps, gulps and Woodbine coughs, Omally uttered various curses, veiled
blasphemies and vows of impending violence directed solely and unswervingly
towards Soap Distant.

Pooley finished his ablutions to the accompaniment of one last all-embracing
sigh. Having zipped himself into respectability he withdrew from his inner
pocket a bottle of Soap’s fifty-year-old wine. “Shame to leave empty-handed,” he
said. “One for the road John?”

“One indeed,” the Irishman replied. He took a great pull and swallowed
deeply.

Pooley said “What should we do? Soap is clearly mad!”

Omally wiped his mouth and passed the bottle across. The full moon shone
down upon them, in the distance cars rolled over the flyover and a late-night
dog returning from some canine revelry loped across the road. All seemed so
normal, so mundane, that their experience within the caverns was already
taking on the nature of a bad dream. The clock on the Memorial Library struck
two.

“If all that we saw was real and not some shared vision, I am truly at a loss to
know what action we should take. Soap is not harming anybody, although I am
certain that such an enormous maze of tunnels should be reported to the
authorities, if only that they might be certified as safe. While I was down there I
had the feeling that most of Brentford could have sunk easily into them, still
leaving room for half of the Chiswick High Road.”

“But what about the doors?” said Jim. “Surely one man could not open them
alone, they looked pretty hefty. You don’t really believe that they lead into the
inner earth do you?”

Omally shook his head. “I haven’t a clue, although those crests, I've seen
them before somewhere.”

All further conversation was however stifled by a low and ghastly rumble
which came apparently from the lower end of Albany Road. Like a hideous
subterranean clap of thunder it rolled forward. From far along the street, lights
began to blink on in upstairs windows. Cats began to whine and dogs to bark.

Pooley said, “It’s an earthquake!”

Omally crossed himself.

Somewhere deep within the earth a monstrous force was stirring; great
ripples ran up the paving stones of Sprite Street. A shock wave spread across
the grass of the Memorial Park, stiffening the coarse blades into regimented
rows. A great gasp which issued from no human throat shuddered up from the
very bowels of the earth, building to an enormous crescendo.



Omally felt inclined to run but his knees had turned to jelly. Pooley had
assumed the foetal position. By now Sprite Street was a blaze of light, windows
had been thrown up, front doors flung open, people issued into the street clad
in ludicrous pyjamas and absurd carpet slippers. Then as rapidly as it had
begun, the ominous rumbling ceased, seemed to pass away beneath them and
fade away. The denizens of Sprite Street suddenly found themselves standing
foolishly about the road in the middle of the night. Shuffling their carpet
slippers and feigning indifference to conceal their acute embarrassment they
backed into their respective abodes and quietly closed their front doors.

The night was still again, the lights of Sprite Street dimmed away and Pooley
rose to his feet patting dirt from his tweeds. “John,” said he, “if you will excuse
me | am now going home to my bed where I intend to remain for an indefinite
period. I fear that the doings of this evening have forever destroyed my vitality
and that [ am a broken man.”

“Certainly this has been an evening I should prefer to forget,” said Omally.
With that he put his arm about his companion’s shoulder and the two friends
wandered away into the night.
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It was indeed a mystery. The pressmen thrust their way through the crowds
of baffled onlookers and peered disbelievingly down from the bridge to the
muddied track of twisted bicycle frames, old tin cans and discarded pram
wheels which spread away into the distance. How an entire one-mile stretch of
canal from the river lock to that of the windscreen-wiper factory could simply
have vanished overnight seemed beyond anybody’s conjecture.

“It couldn’t have gone out through the river lock,” an old bargee explained, “it
is high water on the Thames and the river is six foot up the lock gates on that
side.”

“And at the other end?”

The bargee gave his inquisitor a look of contempt. “What, travel uphill into
the next lock do you mean?” The interviewer coloured up and sought business
elsewhere.

Archroy, who was a great follower of Charles Fort, explained what had
happened. “Teleportation,” said the lad. “The water has been teleported away by
those in sore need of it, possibly inhabitants of a nearby sphere, most likely the
moon.”

The pressmen, although ever-anxious to accept any solution as long as it was
logical, newsworthy or simply sensational, seemed strangely diffident towards
his claims for the existence of telekinetic lunar beams.

It was certainly a most extraordinary event however, one which would no
doubt catapult Brentford once more into the national headlines, and at least
bring good trade to the Flying Swan. Neville was going great guns behind the
bar. The cash register rang musically and the no-sale sign bobbed up and down
like a demented jack-in-the-box.

“And don’t forget,” said the part-time barman above the din, “Thursday night
is Cowboy Night.”



Jammed into an obscure corner and huddled over his pint, Jim Pooley
watched with loathing the fat backside of an alien pressman which filled his
favourite bar stool. Omally edged through the crush with two pints of Large. “It
was only after I got home that | remembered where I'd seen those crests before,”
he explained as he wedged himself in beside Pooley. “They were the coat of
arms of the Grand Junction Water Works, those doors must have been part of
the floodgate system from old Brentford dock.” Pooley sucked upon his pint, his
face a sullen mask of displeasure. “Then what of old Soap?”

A devilish smile crossed Omally’s face. “Gone, washed away.” His fingers
made the appropriate motions. “So much for old Rigdenjyepo and the burrowers
beneath, eh?”

Pooley hunched closer to his pint. “A pox on it all,” said he. “The Swan
packed full of these idiots, old Soap flushed away round the proverbial S-bend
and Cowboy Night looming up before us with about as much promise as the
coming of Ragnorok!”

Omally grinned anew. “There are many pennies to be made from an event
such as this; I myself have organized several tours of the vicinity for this
afternoon at a pound a throw.”

Pooley shook his head in wonder. “You don’t waste a lot of time, do you?”

“Mustn’t let the grass grow under the old size nines.”

“Tell me, John,” said Jim, “how is it now that a man such as yourself who
possesses such an amazing gift for the making of the well known ‘ast buck’ has
not set himself up in business long ago and since retired upon the proceeds?”

“I fear,” said John, “that it is the regularity of ‘the work’ which depresses me,
the daily routine which saps the vital fluids and destroys a man’s brain. I prefer
greatly to live upon wits I have and should they ever desert me then, maybe
then, I shall take to ‘the work’ as a full-time occupation.” Omally took from his
pocket a “Book Here for Canal Tours” sign and began a “roll up, roll up”
routine.

Pooley rose from the table and excused himself. He had no wish to become
involved in Omally’s venture. He wished only to forget all about subterranean
caverns and vanishing canal water, his only thoughts on that matter were as to
what might happen should they attempt to refill the stretch of canal. Was Sprite
Street lower geographically than the canal? If it was, would the attempt flood
the entire neighbourhood? It really didn’t bear thinking about. Pooley slouched
over to the bar and ordered another pint.

“Looking forward to Thursday night I'll bet, Jim,” said Neville.

Pooley did not answer. Silently he sipped at his ale and let the snippets of
barside conversation wash disjointedly about him. “And my old grandad is
sitting by the dartboard when he threw,” came a voice, “and the dart went
straight through the lobe of his right ear.” Pooley sipped at his ale. “And as they
went to pull it out,” the voice continued, “the old man said ‘No don't, it’s
completely cured the rheumatism in my left knee.”

Pooley yawned. Along the bar from him huddled in their usual conspiratorial
poses were Brentford’s two resident jobbing builders, Hairy Dave and Jungle
John, so named for their remarkably profuse outcroppings of cerebral hair. The
twin brothers were discussing what seemed to be a most complex set of plans
which they had laid out before them on the bar top.

“I don’t think I can quite understand all this,” said Dave.

“It’s a poser for certain,” his brother replied.



“l can’t see why he wants the altar to be so large.”

“l can’t see why there aren’t to be any pews.”

“Nor an organ.”

“Seems a funny kind of a chapel to me.”

Pooley listened with interest; surely no-one in the neighbourhood could be
insane enough to commission those two notorious cowboys to build a chapel?

Hairy Dave said, “I can’t see why the plans should be written in Latin.”

“Oh,” said his brother, “it’s Latin is it? I thought it was trigonometry.”

Pooley could contain his curiosity no longer, and turned to the two master
builders. “Hello lads, how’s business?”

John snatched the plan from the bar top and crumpled it into his jacket. “Ah,
oh...” said his brother, “good day Jim and how is yourself?”

“For truth,” Pooley replied, “I am not a well man. Recently I have been party
to events which have seriously damaged my health. But let us not talk of me,
how is business? I hear that you are on the up and up, won a large contract I
heard.”

The two brothers stared at each other and then at Pooley. “Not us,” said one.
“Haven’t had a bite in weeks,” said the other.

“My, my,” said Jim, “my informant was certain that you had a big one up
your sleeve, something of an ecclesiastical nature I think.”

John clutched the plan to his bosom. “Haven’t had a bite in weeks,” his
brother reiterated. “Been very quiet of late.” Hairy Dave shook his head,
showering Pooley with dandruff. Jungle John did the same.

Neville stormed up the bar. “Less of that you two,” said the part-time
barman, “I've warned you before about contaminating my cheese rolls.”

“Sorry Neville,” said the brothers in unison, and rising from their seats they
left the bar, leaving their drinks untouched.

“Most strange,” said Pooley. “Most astonishing.”

“Those two seem very thick together lately,” said Neville. “It seems that
almost everybody in this damn pub is plotting something.”

“Tell me Neville,” said Jim, “did you ever see any more of our mystery
tramp?”

“Thankfully no,” said the part-time barman, “and with this canal business
taking up everybody’s attention, let’s hope that no more will ever be said about
him.”

Pooley shook his head. “I wouldn'’t be too certain of that,” he said doubtfully.

* * * * *

Captain Carson stood upon the canal bridge staring down into the mud and
idly casting his eyes along the bank to where an official-looking Mr Omally,
dressed in a crested cap and jaunty blazer, led a group of Swedish students
along the rutted track towards the woodyard. The Captain’s loathing for
tourists almost overshadowed that which he felt for the figure standing calmly
at his side, hands in pockets and smoking seaman’s shag in one of the
Captain’s favourite pipes. The figure was no longer distinguishable as the
wretched and ill-clad monstrosity which had cast an evil shadow across his
porch but two short weeks ago. Cleanly-shaven and smelling of Brylcreem, the
figure was dressed in a blue rollneck sweater and a pair of the Captain’s best
khaki trousers, a yachting cap and a pair of sailing shoes.

The tramp had become a kind of witches’ familiar to the Captain, haunting
his dreams and filling his waking hours with dread. Somehow, and the Captain



was at a loss to explain how, the tramp had now permanently installed himself
at the Mission. During meals he sat in the Captain’s chair whilst the Captain
was obliged to eat in the kitchen. No matter which way the Captain turned the
tramp was always there, reclining upon the porch, smoking his cigarettes,
lounging in the cosiest fireside chair, sipping rum. He had tricked the Captain,
again by means that the Captain was at a loss to understand, out of his chair,
his tobacco, his food, drink and finally out of his bed.

The tramp sucked deeply upon the Captain’s briar and blew out a stream of
multicoloured smoke. “There would seem to be unusual forces at work in this
neighbourhood,” he observed.

The Captain surveyed his unwelcome guest with ill-concealed hatred. “There
would indeed,” he replied. Somehow deep down in the lowest depths of his
loathing for the tramp a strange and grudging respect was beginning to stir.
The Captain could, again, not fully account for these feelings, but now, clean-
shaven and well dressed as he was, the tramp seemed to exude a definite air of
authority. Possibly of nobility. It was inexplicable. The aura of evil which
surrounded him was almost palpable and the Captain seemed to sense his
approach at all times; a kind of darkness travelled with the red-eyed man, a
funereal coldness. The Captain shuddered.

“Cold?” said the tramp. “We’d best be going back then, don’t want you
coming down with any summer colds now, do we?”

The Captain followed the tramp back towards the Mission with doglike
obedience. As the tramp strode on ahead of him the Captain watched the broad
shoulders swing to and fro in a perfect rhythm. Surely the tramp had grown,
surely his bearing was prouder, finer than before.

No wonder, all the food he eats, thought the Captain. But who was he? His
age was indeterminate; he could be anything between twenty and fifty. There
was a vagueness about his features which eluded definition. The Captain had
gone to great lengths to draw some information from him regarding his name,
family and background, but the tramp was infuriatingly evasive. He had made
only one statement upon these matters and this was, “There are five here that
know my name and when they speak it, all shall know.” As to who these five
were, the Captain was unable to guess. Possibly the tramp alluded to five of the
fictional names he had quoted from the Mission’s yearly reports.

The tramp turned into the Mission, which he opened with his own key. The
Captain followed meekly; the tramp was wearing down his resistance to a point
that he no longer questioned any of his actions.

“l wish to speak to you upon a delicate matter,” said the tramp suddenly. “It
is a matter which affects both our futures and one which I know lies heavily
upon your soul.” The Captain raised a bristling eyebrow. “Possibly you will wish
to open the reserve bottle of rum you keep in the locked cupboard beneath the
stairs in order to fortify yourself for what I am about to say.”

The Captain humbly obeyed. The two seated themselves upon either side of
the Captain’s table and two large tots of rum were poured.

“It has come to my notice,” said the tramp, “that there is one not far from
here who would do us harm.”

The Captain’s face showed no expression but his mind paid silent homage to
anyone who would wish ill upon his guest.

“One Brian Crowley,” said the tramp. The Captain started up in
astonishment. “It has come to my notice,” the tramp continued, “that this man



harbours the desire to close down this Mission and to dismiss you, my
honourable host, without thanks or pension. You who have done so much for
the poor and needy, you who have dedicated your life to the unfortunate.” The
Captain shifted uneasily in his seat. “There is, I understand, a conspiracy
between this Crowley,” again he spoke the hated name, “and a certain
Councillor Wormwood, to demolish this Mission in order to extend the Butts
Car Park.”

The Captain bit upon his lip. So that was their intention was it? How the
tramp could have come by this intelligence was, of course, beyond any
conjecture, but the Captain hung upon his every word. “I have given the matter
much thought,” he told the tramp. “Night after night I have lain cursing the
very name of Crowley and racking my brain for a solution, but none have I
found.”

“I think that one might be relatively close at hand,” said the tramp, “in fact, I
feel its warm breath upon my neck even now.” The Captain poured two more
large tots of rum. “We shall invite these two individuals to dinner,” said the
tramp.

The Captain bent double in a fit of frenzied coughing. “Calm yourself,” said
the tramp.

“I fear,” said the Captain, “that the breath you feel upon your neck is one of
severe halitosis.”

The tramp’s face was without expression, he drank down his tot of rum and
watched the Captain, his eyes unblinking, two drops of blood upon colourless
orbs. “Thursday night would be ideal,” said the tramp.

“But what if they won’t come. After all, Crowley hates me and Wormwood will
never want to expose himself in anyway.”

“They will come,” said the tramp, “and I think I can promise you a most
entertaining evening.” His ghastly eyes glittered with a fierce luminosity and the
Captain tossed back his rum with a quivering hand.

* * * * *

Brian Crowley held up the gilt-edged invitation card to the sunlight. It
presented a most extraordinary appearance, almost transparent and clearly
wrought of the finest vellum. Never for one moment would he have attributed
such style, taste or elegance to the old sea captain. The edging of the card had
more the look of being worked in gold leaf than sprayed in the gilded paint of
the printer’s shop. The typeface was of a design that Brian did not recognize, its
finely drawn serifs and cunning arabesques seeming of almost Islamic origin.
And the smell of it, something stirred within him, some recollection from his
past. It was the smell of incense, church incense. He had smelt it many times
before, as a choirboy at St Mary’s, that was it, church incense.

While Brian’s romantic imagination ran in luminous spirals about the card
the callous side to his nature gloated, for the card which had flopped through
his burnished letterbox to land with the many plain brown wrappers upon the
purple shagpile bore an inscription which made his heart leap for joy.

YOU ARE FORMALLY INVITED TO A RECEPTION/BANQUET ON
THURSDAY 15TH JUNE AT THE SEAMAN’S MISSION, BRENTFORD IN
CELEBRATION OF THAT HONORABLE ESTABLISHMENT’S CENTENARY
YEAR AND ALSO TO HONOUR CAPTAIN HORATIO B. CARSON UPON THE
ANNOUNCEMENT OF HIS RETIREMENT



Black Tie
R.S.V.P.
7.30 p.m. for 8.00 p.m.
Admission by this card only

Brian sighed deeply and pressed the scented card to his lips. Things could
not have been better, the Captain to announce his retirement! He had not
realized that it was the Mission’s Centenary Year, but it was clear that for the
sake of appearances he must attend. The rest of the Committee would be there
and his absence would not go unnoticed.

He would R.S.V.P. this very morning. At last the wheels of fortune were
beginning to turn to his advantage. He could almost smell the delicious odours
of Mario’s cooking.
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As Monday turned into Tuesday and Tuesday did what was expected of it the
patrons of the Flying Swan grew increasingly uneasy. Strange changes were
taking place amid the timeless decor of the saloon bar. A grotesquely moth-
eaten bison’s head had materialized above the counter and traces of sawdust
had begun to appear about the floor. A large painting of a rotund and pinkly
powdered female, clad only in the scantiest of ostrich-feather boas and an
enticing if tobacco-stained smile, had been hung lopsidedly over the dartboard.
“A temporary inconvenience,” Neville assured the irate dart-players. “Hold on
thar pardners.” But the casters of the feathered flight sought their amusements
elsewhere at Jack Lane’s or the New Inn.

“Son of a gun,” said Jim Pooley.

It was John Omally, a man who looked upon himself, no matter how
ironically, as a guardian of the neighbourhood’s morals, who was the first to
notice the new selection which had found its way into the disabled jukebox.
“The Wheel of the Wagon is Broken?” he said suddenly, his coarse accent
cutting through the part-time barman’s thoughts like a surgeon’s scalpel. “A
Four-Legged Friend?”

Neville hung his head in shame. “It is regrettable,” said he, “but the brewery
feel it necessary to alter the selection on that thing to keep in pace with what
they think to be the vogue.”

“Come on now,” said Omally, “surely it is the brewery who are dictating this
particular vogue with their horrendous plans for a Western Barbeque and all its
attendant horrors.”

“Don’t forget the extension and the cheap drink,” Neville reminded his Irish
customer.

Omally cocked his head thoughtfully to one side. “It is a poor consolation for
the ghastly transfiguration currently taking place in this establishment, I am
thinking.”

Jim agreed. “To think I'd see the day when three of the Swan’s finest
arrowmen defect to Jack Lane’s.”

Neville chewed upon his lip and went back to polishing the glasses.

“I see you are still sporting your official guide’s cap,” said Pooley suddenly.



Omally smiled and reverently removed the thing, turning it between his
fingers. “You would not believe the business I am doing along that stretch of
dried-up canal.”

Jim shook his head. “Although to the average man the disappearance of a
canal must seem an extraordinary thing, I frankly fail to see what pleasure can
be derived from paying out good money to wander up and down the bank
peering into the mud. By God, I was down that way myself earlier and the smell
of it is no pleasant treat to the nostrils.”

“l have devised a most fascinating programme,” the Irishman said, “wherein I
inform the visitors as to the many varied and bizarre legends associated with
that stretch of canal.”

“Oh yes?” said Jim.

“We visit the very spot where Caesar encamped prior to his march upon
Chiswick.”

“Really?”

“The place where the ghost of Little Nellie Tattersall, who cast away her
earthly shell into the murky depths one dark and wintry Victorian night, still
calls her tragic cry.”

“Calls her tragic cry?”

“And to the site of the famous Ripper murder of 1889. It’s a highly
educational tour.”

“And they believe all this drivel?”

“Whether they believe it or not is unimportant. At the current rate of
business | may well shortly be having to employ an assistant to deal with the
parties that are forced to queue for several hours at a stretch. There are more of
them every day. There are many pennies to be made in this game,” the
Irishman said, flamboyantly ordering two pints.

Pooley peered round at the crowds which swelled the Swan. Certainly they
were a strange breed, with uniformly blank expressions and a kind of colourless
aura surrounding them. These were the faces which one saw jammed into a
tight crowd surrounding an accident victim or one fallen in a fight. Ambulance
men have to force past them and little short of outright violence will budge
them an inch.

Old Pete entered the bar, his half terrier close upon his heel. “There’s a
coachload of Japs out there asking for the guide,” he told Omally.

“Duty calls,” said John, leaping to his feet and thrusting his official cap on
his head, “I shall see you anon.”

Jim bid his companion farewell and with a satisfied smile settled down to
tackle the two untouched pints.

“That will be ten and six please,” said Neville the part-time barman.

“Damn and blast,” said Jim Pooley.

* * * * *

Norman threw the door bolt and turned over the sign which informed
customers that he was “Closed Even for the Sale of Rubber Bondage Monthly”.
Rubbing his hands together he strode across the shop and disappeared through
the door behind the counter. The small kitchenette-cum-living-room at the rear
had been allowed of late to run somewhat to seed. The sink was filled by a crazy
mountain of food-besmirched crockery now in a state long beyond reclamation.
Cigarette ends spotted the linoleum like the pock-marks of some tropical



disease and great piles of newspapers, fine art publications and scientific
journals were stacked into every available corner.

“Every cloud has a silver lining,” he said. Reaching to the back door he lifted
down and donned a leather apron, welder’s goggles and a pair of rubber gloves.
“And now, the end is near... And so, I face the final curtain.” With a
grandiloquent gesture he crossed the room and flung aside a ragged strip of
cloth which curtained a corner. There, lit by the kitchenette’s naked light bulb
and glowing like a rare pearl torn from its oyster shell, hung what must surely
have been one of the most extraordinary suits of clothes ever viewed by mortal
man. It was a stunning salmon-pink, and tailored from the best quality PVC. Its
body and sleeves glittered with rhinestones and sequins worked into patterns
roughly suggestive of Indian headwear and western horsemen. The trousers
were similarly ornamented and ended in massive bell-bottoms edged with braid
and long golden tassles. Emblazoned across the shoulders of the jacket in
letters of gold, marked out with what were obviously at least a dozen sets of
christmas-tree fairy lights, were the words: THE SPIRIT OF THE OLD WEST.

It was Norman’s piéce-de-résistance, and it actually worked. In truth of
course, no human hand, no matter how skilled, could have wrought the
creation of such a costume in the short time given as notice by the Swan of the
impending Cowboy Extravaganza. No, this was the work of several long years.
Originally intended as THE SPIRIT OF THE JUBILEE, it had been far from
completion at the time of that event and Norman had feared that its day would
never dawn. It had taken him several long and sleepless nights to alter the
coronation coach into a covered wagon and change the Prince of Wales feathers
into the war-bonnet of an Indian chieftain. The effect, all in all, was one to bring
a tear of pride into the eye of its creator.

The stetson had been a bit of a problem, as his source of PVC, a young
woman customer who worked in the rubber factory, had been dismissed for
unauthorized removal of the company’s stock. He had persevered, however, and
done what he could with an aged trilby and an improvised brim. This he had
sprayed gold and sprinkled with glitter from the carnival shop.

The electrification of the fairy lights had been the biggest problem, and
Norman’s rudimentary knowledge of the workings of electricity had cost him
many a scorched fingertip. He had toyed with the idea of simply running an
extension lead to the nearest available wall socket but this was too limiting to
his movements. Thus Norman, through his usual system of trial and error, had
perfected an efficient though weighty set of precharged solid-cell batteries
which were strapped about his waist very much in the nature of Batman’s
utility belt. A set of switches upon the buckle enabled him to alter the
fluctuation and sequence of the lights in a manner both pleasing and artistic.

Happily the PVC of the suit acted as an excellent insulator and the whole
contraption was earthed through leads which ran down the backs of his trouser
legs to brass plates nailed to the heels of a pair of rented cowboy boots.

Norman tinkered happily about with screwdriver and soldering iron, here
replacing a defunct bulb, here resoldering a faulty socket. Tomorrow all
Brentford would salute his creative genius. No longer would they smile
indulgently and allude to his previous failed ventures with unconcealed mirth.
He’d show ’em.

Norman flicked a switch upon his belt buckle. Sadly he was not wearing the
brass-heeled boots on this particular occasion and the crackle of electrical



energy which snapped through his fingers crossed his eyes and rattled his
upper set.
“Damn and blast,” said Norman.

* * * * *

Archroy sat in the doorway of his allotment shed, elbows upon knees and
chin cupped in the palms of his hands. 