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			‘Thou shalt not eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.’ 

			 –  Genesis 3:3
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			Heaven & Hellhound is a work of historically based fiction, a deliberate act of forging a reinvented past through an author’s imagination. Legal Disclaimer: This is a story of fiction. Any real public figures, celebrities and historical persons appear as fictional characters. Their portrayals, actions, dialogue, beliefs and characteristics are altered for narrative purposes and don’t represent the actual persons or events. Cultural moments, art works and trademarked products are used fictitiously. This is not biography, journalism or factual record.

		

	
		
			

			For Jimmy Page, Jeff Beck, Robert Johnson, Jack Kerouac,
Terence McKenna, Vincent van Gogh, Grandad, Nan, Dad & Mum

			Dedicated to the artists, dreamers and truth-seekers  –  those chosen souls who brave The Crossroads.
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			St Catherine’s Lighthouse, Isle of Wight

		

	
		
			

			‘The lips of  Wisdom are closed, except to the ears of Understanding.’  

			– Three Initiates, The Kybalion
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			The Great Beast, 1897 (Estimated)

		

	
		
			

			Deus meus, Deus meus, ut quid dereliquisti me?

			 –  Matthaeus 27:46, Biblia Sacra Vulgata
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			Prelude - A Letter

			18 June 2025

			St Ives, Cornwall

			To my proud children: James, Lars, Jack and Scarlett, her father’s angel,

			After years of fragmented utterances, and your ever-persistent requests, I present this unabridged account of the miracle that followed my introduction to your mum. Although I’ve reached the ripe age of eighty-two, the memories remain vivid. During the seventeen thousand hours dedicated to this memoir, I have found my voice as an author. My old hand is too unsteady for the brush, so I’ve already begun the next volume, chronicling those audacious years with Jimmy. I hope you’ll regard this surreal account as a tale of redemption. But for your mum’s impenetrable resolve, this story would have been lost to time. Through all the darkness, she’s been my eternal nightingale, a blessed, elemental soul. It was she who first unveiled an angel, ushering in a series of events that defied rationality. The stars prefigure our destinies, yet we stumble beneath their gaze.

			In an age that exalts machinery above the soul, authenticity remains our last true tether. For artists, the dawn of artificial intelligence carries a bleak, if not crushing, dread. Though it presents an uncertain gauntlet, its advent bears humanity’s singular test. If we barter our divine intuition for algorithmic muses, our minds for data servers and God for the veneer of immortality, then what’s become of us? Curiosity impels its own divinity, sparking the imagination of creation. Yet, Transhumanism may be our starkest Crossroads – a final dark night of the soul. Its rationalisation threatens the surrendering of our dignity to a future blindly concocted by compromised billionaires, their marionette politicians and warmongering bankers. I pray that the conviction of artists, philosophers and every denomination will unite for our unalienable agency.

			This letter is one of hope – the mystery in which we partake defies comprehension. That is the test of the material world: trusting you’re not forsaken. Although the primrose path is perilous, be assured there is no yawning grave. Once I’ve departed, amidst your darkest hours, my spirit will remain by your side. Simply repeat our mantra whilst steadfast in faith: Love and Light, Bravery and Strength.

			Your Proud Father,

			Barrington
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			Our souls are like those orphans whose unwedded mothers die in bearing them: the secret of our paternity lies in their grave, and we must be there to learn it. 

			– Herman Melville, Moby-Dick

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Leviathan

			New Musical Express All-Star Concert, Empire Pool and Sports Arena, London, England, 26 April 1964

			The screams rose like sirens. I covered my ears, but it didn’t matter.

			‘Fancy being a Beatle?’ Jimmy Page shouted to me.

			The irony of the question was timed with another caterwaul of the crowd.

			‘Isn’t this brilliant?’

			‘My ears are nearly bleeding!’ I grew tempted to leave.

			In the stage wings below us, the members of the band huddled before the show. A raucous crowd began straining the railing as a red-faced squad of bobbies pushed against it. We’d come drawn to the spectacle, perched in the stands’ highest row.

			Top of my lungs, I pointed at the bedlam. ‘Look at them! That barricade’s going to give!’

			‘Get a load of the porky peelers! Those blokes won’t stand a chance at stopping them!’

			I slumped back into my seat, the knot twisting in my stomach. Jimmy was wild-eyed, scheming despite the maelstrom. My revulsion wasn’t with the band, it was the insufferable crowd. Their blind adulation revealed a dour reality – authenticity was on the wane. I’d grown dolorous as a painter watching pop-art pastiches and drab Abstract Expressionism pollute the gallery walls.

			Jimmy pressed on, insistent. ‘Well?’

			I glared back at him.

			‘Could you imagine yourself famous like this?’

			I bristled at creativity being a boardroom decision where gits in double-breasted suits promoted frauds like Andy Warhol. I’d grown dizzied with anxiety before the group’s first note, my pulse sputtering at every roar – in this neon-bright, frenzied world, what place remains for an autonomous soul?

			‘What is it, then?’ Jimmy said. ‘Is your canvas too pure?’

			‘Huh? What do you want?’

			

			‘Can you see yourself as a star?’ With a broad wave of his arm, he teased the absurdity.

			‘Right. Just take a look at him.’ I gestured at Ringo. After pacing with angst, he clenched his drumsticks and rushed onstage. Pale and frantic, he sat cowering behind the kit.

			The barker took to the microphone, fuelling the hellfire. ‘Let me say it first. You repeat it after me. John, Paul, Ringo, George…I give you the one and only, fabulous Beatles!’

			Only fanatical reactions to Elvis’ Hound Dog hip gyrations might’ve rivalled the screeching. Yet this sound was far more devious, like fingernails raking across a chalkboard. Bobbing their heads, the band counted themselves into a groove. While they were going through the motions, the music was inaudible.

			Jimmy redirected my attention to the stage. ‘What’s he trying to say?’

			Announcing the next song, Twist and Shout, John was pointing to his ears, unable to hear anything from the monitor speakers. Shrugging at the problem, he signalled for the band to continue. I’d seen plenty of Beatles shows, but this would be my last. After fifteen minutes of clamour, the set wound to its end.

			I stood up, dazed, then collapsed back into my seat. ‘Let’s get out of here. I’m dying for a drink.’

			He took it all in, acting inspired. ‘This brings to mind the Pied Piper, doesn’t it? Those Liverpool boys are consumed by their own tune.’

			‘What’s the point of a show when you can’t hear the goddamn music?’

			‘You know how these morons are. No real purpose, just desperate to belong.’

			‘That’s a kind way to put it.’ I bit my tongue. We’ve entered an era where minds are freely programmed. Whether it’s arts, culture or bloody politics – to these plastic souls, it’s all the same.

			‘That was the last number, Barry. Race you to the gate!’

			Dashing down the bleacher steps, I sprinted past him in the hallway, bursting out a service exit door, tripping the alarm. In a fit of laughter, I shook out the jitters, stalling for Jimmy. As he caught up to me, I replied to his persisting question. ‘Nope, no thanks, and never fucking ever. Those lads can keep that all for themselves. There’s your answer.’

			

			While passing through the car park, I snorted at the vehicles that were plastered with Beatles stickers. Jimmy began to cackle. ‘This isn’t a band – it’s an institution.’

			‘I get it. That’s what makes it blasphemous. Just imagine what John Lennon thinks, sentimental as he is. Soon enough, those dullards will be tattooing the group’s logo on their foreheads.’

			I didn’t care to be outwardly malicious, but what a bunch of muppets. As I stood in the taxi queue, my breathing finally calmed back to normal. I exhaled, relieved, inside the hackney carriage. 

			‘That scene’s the opposite of The Blues,’ said Jimmy. ‘Those nitwits don’t even bother to listen.’

			‘Magpies from hell, that’s better put.’

			The driver looked in the rear-view mirror. ‘You know, I was iffy coming here due to that. It’s like a bloody cult, isn’t it? The two of you don’t seem like those snides. Real rock ‘n’ rollers know how to keep their cool, don’t they?’

			‘That’s funny, considering I just lost mine. We’re off to Surrey, sir. First stop is 333 London Road, near the eastern entrance to Nonsuch Park.’ 

			He turned the wheel southbound. ‘Ah yes, Nonsuch, home to Lady Sybil. My nan lives nearby. She refuses to walk at night in the park ever since her ghostly encounter.’

			Jimmy leaned forward. ‘Go on, won’t you? I’m obsessed with the supernatural.’

			‘Not familiar? It’s said that Sybil was a noblewoman in King George’s court. After a forbidden affair, she chose hemlock over exile. For centuries, she’s wandered the palace ruins.’

			‘The Lady and I are practically neighbours, eh, Page? That reminds me, mate, I’m fresh out of hemlock.’

			The driver chuckled and tuned the radio to 1500. Predictably, the Beatles song Can’t Buy Me Love was on. ‘Say, what’s all the fuss about seeing them perform? Does it sound better than it does over the airwaves?’

			Jimmy snorted. ‘That’s a damn good question. Thing is, when surrounded by thousands of spasming cunts, you’ll never catch a note to begin with.’

			‘The way the newspapers go on, it’s like wartime propaganda. Keep calm, carry on, and be bloody sure to listen to The Beatles.’

			

			Jimmy nudged my arm. ‘You do seem a bit shell-shocked after that.’

			I drew his attention to an old photo of a soldier taped upon the dashboard. A crucifix and a service medal had been hung alongside. His father died in battle. That’s a fucking drag.

			After another cleansing breath, I stretched back into the seat. ‘Right now, those blokes are being cornered backstage; I can’t imagine how taxing all the attention must get.’

			‘You dreamt of it once yourself, remember?’

			Those abandoned Bluesman ambitions aside, as I gazed out at London’s lights, my artistic purpose fell into question. What fool risks such an invisible life – a painter’s life – especially in light of my obligations to Mum?

			‘If I played guitar like you, I’d never touch another canvas.’

			‘I can’t tell if you’re serious. Don’t be a bonehead. If I had your talent, I wouldn’t waste my time suffering through all these pansy pop records. Fine, the money’s dandy, but it’s nothing of a legacy.’

			Due to our ongoing banter, I couldn’t discern if Jimmy really meant it either. I surely did, enamoured by the purity of music. Or, at least, a certain variety of it.

			Lost in my sentimental idealisations, I lit a cigarette. ‘That’s what’s so powerful about The Blues, wouldn’t you say? By design, there’s no room for bullshit. The way things are going, you’d have to sell your soul for something that real.’

			‘I dig that about you. You are one resolute artist.’ He passed me a cigarette. ‘One day we’ll baptise ourselves down in The Delta, purging all of England’s demons. Then we’ll head back upstream and celebrate in sweet home Chicago.’

			As for The Blues, one fact was certain – it flowed through the American South’s veins before it was bled out the Mississippi. A world away, we considered the river’s delta to be a musical mecca. It was a mystical place that spawned the most soulful songs in existence. Adding to the myth, finding those albums in England was a miracle unto itself. In particular, there was one Bluesman who was notoriously elusive. After scouring every record bin in London, we grouched about it so often our lines grew scripted.

			I assumed the character, repeating my worn part. ‘Going down South might be our only chance of finding King of the Delta.’

			

			Though a wistful dream, the mention of that hallowed ground gave solace. Jimmy looked over at me earnestly. There had never been another like Robert Johnson – the sound of his haunting guitar and spectral vocals captivated us.

			‘Mark my words, mate – whatever it takes, one day we’ll get our own Crossroads mojo.’

			I didn’t hesitate. ‘Record shops are just fine, even go ahead and baptise me in the Mississippi, but I ain’t hanging around that cursed intersection at midnight.’

			Johnson presented The Delta’s most profound enigma – gone without a photograph, leaving no kin. His legacy was nothing more than a few dozen songs – heart-wrenching anecdotes about hoodoo, hard times and raw perseverance. Since his disappearance, Chinese whispers involving the Bluesman’s transgressions had drifted across the Atlantic to England.

			Most assumed Johnson forged some type of Faustian bargain. Others claimed his death was the result of being poisoned by jealous competition. Ministers burned his records, chastising their congregations, preaching about the inherent subversion. Yet, decades later, the mystery of The Delta King’s influence persisted. His was an accursed myth that seldom saw print. As if a sin to repeat, the parable was propelled in secret. Desperate for The Blues, Robert Johnson went down to The Crossroads and sold his soul to the Devil.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Coffin Nails in the Courtyard

			The following day, milling about in the college courtyard, my ears were crawling with Beatles. Like a plague, their name had infiltrated every place I frequented. It would be buzzing at the newsstand, before trailing me into the classroom, then rampant at the pub. Not to mention all the dimwit impostors. It wasn’t just the slim-fit trousers, Chelsea boots and copycat mop-tops. These insufferable squares shamelessly butchered their Liverpool accents.

			What’s next for the talented Lads? God bless those boys, one day they’ll be knighted. Say, do you fancy the new single? Are Ringo’s drums up to par? Any thoughts on John’s newborn son?

			I was so repelled by its pandering stench that my reaction wouldn’t have differed if J.S. Bach’s sarcophagus had been exhumed for concertos. Prior to The Beatles, England’s best known rock ‘n’ roll band was The Shadows, a group whose legacy was now a pun of itself. All was engulfed by The Fab Four’s pervasiveness. The media and record executives are all conspiring. Right, and to whose favour? Certainly it behoves those profit-driven suits, but to what end the music?

			Those idealisations were rather pretentious, though my instincts proved correct. Just two years later, The Beatles would perform their swan-song to 25,000 people out in San Francisco. Then, retreating from the stage, they’d grow out their hair and seek spiritual guidance. The experience left them so existentially disenchanted, a reunion was never in the cards.

			I groaned discussing the night before. ‘Worshipped by cockups and washouts, is that what we’re after?’

			‘Spliff?’ Flashing a lighter, his thumb ripped the flint.

			Just before handing one over, I paused apprehensively. An instructor was approaching. ‘Close call. Are you sure about this?’

			He checked both ways after she passed. ‘It’s nothing but a coffin nail unless she whiffs it. Still, it could be anybody.’

			

			‘The coffin nail in our education, is that what you’re implying? That spliff’s loaded with hash. Of course everyone will notice. Easy with the bravado.’

			‘I’d bet she’d be chuffed to be blazing it with us. You’ve seen her canvases. They’re always about owls, mythical creatures and ancient deities. Forget measly spliffs, Ms Chandel fancies LSD sugar cubes in her breakfast tea.’

			‘The woman’s a bloody surrealist. That type of inspiration is the premise.’

			‘She sure finds it, eh?’ He stuck out his hand. ‘The bell’s soon to ring. Cough it up, I’ll take responsibility.’

			I handed it to him, expecting as much. As if it were the finest of cigars, he sniffed it nose to tip. ‘Lebanese? No, it’s that black Moroccan, isn’t it?’

			So it goes – the pure defiance of the artist. A rebelliousness takes hold within creative souls, an allure whose outcome can be ruinous. My arse clenched as another instructor passed.

			‘Just be discreet. I’m miserable enough without tuition being jeopardised.’ Giving cover, I positioned myself directly in front of him, stretching my jacket like a flasher.

			He and I were perpetually stoned back in those days. Proper marijuana was a luxury at best, so we made do with hashish. There was an endless supply of Nepalese Temple, Charas, Kashmiri and Manal – a cornucopia of the planet’s finest. After it was melted into tobacco, the exotic perfume would make its presence known once ignited.

			Jimmy slapped my arm. ‘Oh my, have a gander at that Celtic goddess, mate. Where in heaven did she come from?’ He began pacing while smirking, soon to prowl. ‘Now that’s a rare bird, especially in the wild.’ He puffed the spliff repeatedly, scheming.

			‘One that makes you nervous?’ I hadn’t bothered to look. 

			After handing me the spliff, he scurried off in pursuit. I was in the act of sneaking a drag behind a shrub when I caught sight of her. Time stretched – breathless, I stood frozen. Jimmy waded through clusters of people and approached her. At the sound of their shared laughter, an aura of haunting familiarity befell me.

			As I watched from a distance, his charisma flowed effortlessly. He was the gregarious one, not to mention proudly employed and flush with savings. Whereas I was introspective, stumbling for words, cash-strapped for paint. His charmed impression was a foregone conclusion as he strutted back. Being ever vigilant, I sneaked another drag. Enamoured with himself, he snatched it back, puffing and exhaling plumes while flirting from afar.

			‘Told you. See? That’s the way, isn’t it? I’ve set it up for tomorrow night. May the best man hit the mark. Oh my, she’s absolutely smashing, but very well-spoken also. I get the impression she’s somewhat of a brainbox. Her name’s Noemy Klarsson, a sculptor transferring from the College of Nursing. You know what they say about those nurses. And watch out for those capable sculpting hands.’

			Jimmy expelled a giant cloud right as Ms Chandel happened to return. Pausing, her nose twitched, before her head turned directly to us. He hid the spliff behind his back before singing his fingers and dropping it on the cobblestone.

			She beelined in our direction. ‘Fucking hell.’ I straightened my collar, groaned, preparing for the gallows. ‘Another fine mess you’ve got me into.’

			He puffed out his chest, manufacturing a smile. ‘Why hello, Ms Chandel. Dandy of a morning, isn’t it? Have you spotted any rainbows? A bit dreary, but spring’s in the air.’

			Rain spat from a smutty sky as I contemplated the repercussions of suspension. Her sharp glance bore a measure of gentle disapproval before she directed her attention to Jimmy.

			‘Indeed, something’s certainly in the air, James. You’re a man of refined tastes, aren’t you? What’s that I’m detecting? Is it a temple ball from the Hindu Kush, perhaps?’

			‘Moroccan, ma’am. Would you care to?’

			‘How rich to offer.’ Her gaze descended. ‘It’s burning on the ground right behind you.’

			‘Oh, sorry!’ He squirmed while retrieving it.

			‘Perhaps some other time, gentlemen. I have a Tonalist Landscape seminar to instruct.’ She paused, bemused. ‘It just occurred to me, James, you’re in that class.’

			‘It’s my favourite this Trinity Term, haven’t I said? What’s on the easel today?’

			The bell rang, as Ms Chandel inhaled through her nose, as if to draw inspiration. ‘Why not capture the Marrakesh sunset as jinn lead nomads to a luxurious oasis? My last time smoking Moroccan, indeed, I experienced precisely that. Forgive my eccentric muses, I was on holiday at a Bedouin encampment.’

			

			‘Camels are fascinating, aren’t they? I’ll paint just what you suggested. Sounds like you braved the heart of darkness.’

			She grinned at his cheekiness. ‘Well, spiritually, perhaps. Now tribes have been indoctrinated and all the Barbary Lions are eradicated. As for the artist’s calling, it does thrive upon bold exploration, but that’s best pursued outside of campus.’ Exuding gentle concern, she glanced at me. ‘James, do excuse my candour, but please don’t drag Barrington down with your poor judgement. He’s our college’s best hope for distinction.’

			‘Of course, ma’am. Don’t worry about Barrington van Gogh. Once he lobs an ear off, the transformation will be complete.’

			‘Oh my, good gracious. What artist would ever wish such hell upon another? Please, Barry, keep both ears intact. You’ll find success just the same. As for you, James, class begins in three minutes. Needless to say, I’ll be irate if you’re late.’

			I scolded him once she was out of sight. ‘You unrepentant motherfucker, blowing right in her face?’ He started to sneak another drag, but I snatched it away, grinding it with my heel. ‘Ms Chandel does us a wicked favour, and yet there you are, only seconds later, dragging me down again!’

			Shaking out his sleeves, he straightened his shirt. ‘Quite the compliment she gave you. Sure must be nice. Anyway, I figured you’d be jazzed. Tomorrow’s your chance to compete for this year’s sexiest transfer. She’s fresh off the docks, too. Not tainted by the usual scoundrels.’

			I stared back scornfully. ‘I’ll assume that you’re referring to yourself, then? There’s still a chance, but I better scramble? Oh, please, you unrepentant cunt.’

			Jimmy wasn’t even listening. ‘Look now! She’s smiling at us. Watch this.’ He made a show of himself, waving both arms in her direction. Then, guffawing, he cracked me on the shoulder. ‘You catch that? While we were being reprimanded, she was captivated all along. Now she assumes we’re riff-raff, how perfect! Nothing wrong with a modest hooligan reputation. You know women’s libido, their true desire goes deep under the surface.’

			As I looked in her direction, for a nascent moment, our eyes connected. I turned abashedly away. How do I know her? Was it primary school? Catechism? No…it must’ve been random, maybe on the tube or something.

			Jimmy never flinched. ‘Noemy keeps looking our way.’ Placing an arm around me, he whistled. ‘Oh Lord, have mercy… This one’s top drawer, mate.’

			

			A recognition I couldn’t name gripped me as I looked that way again. Restraining my timidity, I managed to maintain that gaze. I raised my hand, as if to wave.

			‘You going to be okay, mate? That Moroccan turns you into a zombie. Don’t drool at your future wife. You might frighten her away.’

			Sunlight cut through the cloud cover. Refracting downward, the sliver of a rainbow struck her. I forced my hand to move, a limp effort at best. Waving back, she curled her locks behind an ear, before strolling off to class. I was reeling amid an onslaught of déjà vu.

			‘See what you’ve done? She got spooked.’

			‘You waste no time in noticing them, do you?’

			‘With an English rose like that, every bloke on campus will be testing her. Never mind the rest of those Charlies, Kolby. This one has been lined up just for us.’

			‘A cad like you pretending we’re allies?’ Regardless of my glib banter, every muscle was tense. How pathetic am I, being so desperate for a stranger? A minute before the bell, stoned out of my mind, I was dragging through a daydream.

			‘Tea’s in two hours, I could eat a horse.’ Jimmy yawned, covering his mouth. ‘I tell you, guv, it’s that goddamn Moroccan.’ He pried open bloodshot eyes. ‘Well, pip pip, eh? I’ll see you shortly.’

			I picked up my portfolio bag. ‘Good luck painting camels. You might consider dedicating it to Ms Chandel.’

			‘Unlike some of us, she isn’t all that keen on my work. My determination is admirable, she says. What the fuck do I make of that?’

			‘Life’s calling is unique for all of us. Clearly yours is shagging, Page. Find a proper means to cash in on it.’

			‘A bloody gigolo…is that what you’re saying?’

			I’d grown distracted – only thirty seconds were left. ‘See what I mean? Look what you do to me! You better run!’
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			That afternoon, my thoughts remained obsessive as we were tasked in class to complete a portrait. I attempted the girl’s, drawing upon what recollections I could muster. Passing my easel, Ms Chandel stopped. ‘How inspired she is! The longing and familiarity are remarkably engaging. Those eyes, in particular. An aura of reacquaintance is carried within them, if not the undercurrent of timelessness. Who is she, may I ask? A lover from the past?’

			I was grateful she couldn’t identify her. While I despised dishonesty, I didn’t hesitate. ‘Just someone from the tube. Sorry if this is reaching, but have you ever encountered a stranger that seemed terrifyingly familiar?’

			‘Well, next time, grab her by the arm and introduce yourself. You’re modest and reserved, but for what? Take a look in the mirror – tall, handsome and not to mention cordial. I pray you’re not ashamed of yourself as a painter.’ Lingering at the canvas, her words came murmured. ‘That girl would be blessed having you in her life, as would any other.’ She placed her hand on my shoulder. ‘Remember, as artists, we’re born to explore the fringes. Our perception is both a blessing and a burden. The artist must be impervious to judgement and criticism. True inspiration stems from within.’

			‘That’s very kind of you, ma’am. Maybe I’ll see her again.’

			She leaned closer. ‘Life affords us our greatest canvas. Forgive the cliché, but yours should be no less expressive.’

			‘You’re far too kind, ma’am. I really do appreciate all of the encouragement.’

			‘No, actually. I think not. Keep progressing, you may lead the next movement.’ She inspected the piece further, her tone now hushed. ‘I fear you’re conflating humility with lack of confidence. Being humble involves aspiring to one’s potential, not squandering it. In doing so, we must answer to the divine, not the simpletons around us.’ Then, leaning close to my ear, she whispered, ‘Are you familiar with artists using magick?’

			‘Not at all, Ms Chandel.’

			‘Next time you see that girl, imagine altering reality with this canvas. We visualise our desires in pencil, only to manifest them with a brush. Keep this between us, won’t you? The occult serves as my primary inspiration.’

			‘I follow somewhat, ma’am. Blending art into life, that makes good sense. And, don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.’

			‘Such a touching portrait, Barrington. Never forget, being immune to judgement is the armour of an artist. The tube is a fine place to practise confidence. When doing so, consider your hero Vincent, the tenacity he exhibited. Mind you, I’m not referring to his ear chopping.’

			Vincent van Gogh was my paragon, not just for his canvases, but his relentless dedication and unyielding courage. Despite his work never being purchased, he bequeathed the world two thousand examples. He accomplished all that while ridiculed as a madman. Though all artists have a breaking point, Vincent’s involved a self-inflicted gunshot. His existence, but for that sordid act, embodied a testament to perseverance.
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			After classes ended, I found Jimmy was in the courtyard waiting. ‘So, how’d it go with Ms Chandel? Did the Sahara redeem you?’

			He flicked his cigarette. ‘The woman smiles, sure, but I can’t say she’s ever impressed. Rather than any compliments, she told me I’d neglected the jinn. Well, right…I’d never heard of them. They’re spirits that wander the Sahara, apparently.’

			‘Hold up. She says she saw a ghost in Africa? That’s a bit barmy, eh! You were right, Ms Chandel must be putting something in her tea. So, what’s the play? I’d fancy a curry.’

			‘Shove your mushy curry. Anyway, the jinns appeared in a vision while she was sleeping in some oasis tent. It deeply altered her perspective, that’s what she said. I sure believe it. We can’t see them, but the angels and demons are affecting us. Hey, this is pretty funny – when I mentioned my fascination with Crowley, she didn’t even bat an eye!’

			Aleister Crowley was the most notorious occultist of the modern era. Not since John Dee, four hundred years before him, had another magus garnered such a global reputation. Though, unlike the latter, Crowley’s legacy had been marred by diabolical innuendo. During the 1920s, newspapers all across Europe and North America had deemed him ‘the wickedest man in the world.’ Jimmy held his fascination after nicking a copy of The Book of the Law from Atlantis Bookshop as a lad.

			‘Who reads The Beast 666 at age twelve like you did? Just seeing or hearing that man’s name gives me the willies. They say it only takes a few pages to curse yourself.’

			

			‘Where have we heard that nonsense, mate? Not that Crowley didn’t conjure the depths of hell now and again. Commanding demons in itself doesn’t mean a magician is evil. Anyway, I’ve had it with sloppy curries and bland, chewy naan. How about Wimpy’s?’

			‘We had that yesterday. And two days before that, come to think of it. I’m all Wimpy’d out. Why do you like it so much? Sends me straight to the loo most of the time. How about the haddock at Sutton Arms?’

			That was my favourite – the nearby pub’s fish and chips, which Jimmy wasn’t particularly fond of. Wimpy’s was the British equivalent of McDonald’s, but presumably the most pathetic of any rendition. Although I’d never been to America, English burgers were a complete sham. Being candid, they consisted of dried-out cow turds drowned in HP brown sauce inside a chalky bun.

			Arriving at the pub, we seated ourselves, waving down the barman. Recognising Jimmy, he came over smirking. ‘How’s it been, Mr Casanova? You haven’t shown your face around here in months.’

			‘If I’ve been a ghost, it’s because I was being terrorised by a demon. Assuming the coast is clear, I’ve come to reclaim my territory.’

			‘I’d advise not saying that,’ the barman said. ‘Frankie will definitely resent it.’

			‘Who’s Frankie? He sounds a bit delicate for Jimmy’s tastes.’

			‘Frankie’s the pub spectre, an elderly ginger man who appears at last call. In old pubs, I know ghosts are to be expected, but this one follows patrons home.’

			I stared back at him screwy. ‘What do you mean? He chases them back to their door?’

			‘Worse. The horny bastard sneaks inside and crawls under the covers, poking them with his frozen prick.’

			‘No shit…’ Jimmy said.

			Bursting into laughter, I called out the barman’s bluff. ‘You two are fucking with me. Get stuffed, mates! Hold on – is that truly the case? Sure, right. Then, after, he smokes a fag with some pillow talk.’

			‘Barry doesn’t believe in ghosts.’ The way in which he said it implied that I was out of touch.

			

			The barman grinned with sincerity. ‘Nor did I. Before my time here, I was a stalwart atheist. While locking up once, a bottle of gin poured itself into a snifter. The dirty pints didn’t get washed until morning.’

			‘Good grace.’ I measured his earnestness. ‘And look, despite that, you’re still working here.’

			He scrunched his face. ‘Frankie’s harmless, just a lonely soul desperate for a shag. But I’d be telling porkies to imply closing alone isn’t spooky. I get goosebumps every time.’

			‘The demon’s name is Susan. That barmy Irish gingersnap barmaid. You want the score on why I disappeared? Imagine the midnight horror – she was pounding on my bedroom window while another bird was busy gobbling my knob.’

			I cackled, imagining. ‘Somehow there are no dead-or-alive posters for him. What’s the old adage? Oh yeah, right: Hell hath no fury.’

			Jimmy thumped the bottom of his cigarette pack. ‘I never even bagged that gooney bird, I swear on it.’ In dismay, he was left shaking his head. ‘I’d hate to fathom the nightmare otherwise.’

			‘I’ll bet she’d fancy mothering your baby,’ I said. ‘That must be your worst nightmare.’

			Joining in, the barman said, ‘He’s always taking the mickey, our good friend, isn’t he? It’s both demoralising and inspiring, watching him in action. In what world can a man born without shame be so blessed? Even worse, I sound like a jealous cunt going on about it.’

			In between stitches, I said, ‘Trust, I relate all too well. Our fine friend must have a golden bell-end.’

			The barman nailed a punchline. ‘Or, is it titanium?’

			Too bloody rich – I was choking for air.

			Jimmy brushed it off. ‘It’s all above board. No commitments are given, nor do I impinge upon other birders’ affairs. Not in good faith, at least. You won’t believe how deceiving women can be. One even stashed her wedding ring in a pence purse.’

			I handed back the menu. ‘How does he manage? Earlier, we agreed on his true calling – a gigolo for all the old biddies.’

			

			‘Chimney sweeping for all those pensioner cheques? There are loads of war widows in sore need, eh, Pagey? You’ll be retired by thirty.’

			‘Ganging up on me, both of you blokes…right, I see how it is. I came to Sutton Arms for fish and am being lampooned by my mates instead.’

			‘Balls busted over questionable harpooning, that’s much more accurate,’ the barman said. ‘And for you, kind sir? Would you like peas with your stalker? Susan’s already committed, I’m afraid. She’s waiting for Jimmy with knives in the kitchen.’

			‘I’ll take the same lunch, just hold the Susan, I beg you! Extra tartar and a bottle of vinegar makes me jolly.’

			‘Skip the vinegar for me. I’ve had my fill already.’

			‘Fair enough, lads. I’ll be sure Susan won’t poison your peas.’ Taking the menus, he tapped them on the table, reflecting with me. ‘This saucy rake thinks it’s all for sport. Just watch – one morning after a blinder, he’ll wake up in a ménage à trois with Frankie and Susan.’

			‘Imagine that horrifying baby!’ I said. ‘A ginger Jimmy that’s twice as randy and triple barmy!’

			‘Show care, karma is a real bitch.’ Walking off, he shouted at the kitchen. ‘Susan! Sharpen up the cleaver, your favourite order is up!’

			‘Speaking of harpooning,’ Jimmy said after he’d gone, ‘what’s your strategy tomorrow with the strawberry tart?’

			I fiddled with my cigarettes, shrugging my shoulders. ‘She has me skiving, no shit. Calling her strawberry tart – you’re such a bounder. Say, how was she so giddy with you yesterday? I’m at a disadvantage already, aren’t I?’

			He laughed mildly, acting sheepish. ‘I asked if she was in my class, posing as an instructor. Then I told her that if we went out for a beer, she’d be getting perfect marks. For a brief moment, she looked at me like I was the Devil incarnate.’

			‘Such a scandalous fucker you are! What if she broke down in tears?’

			He seemed quite pleased with himself. ‘It was too priceless, watching her transform. She drifted from pleasant, to horrified, before realising it was nothing but a ruse.’

			‘Shame on you. He’s right, better watch out for karma.’

			

			‘Except, she found it wickedly entertaining. You wondered why she giggled, didn’t you?’

			‘Seems narky. Why’s that necessary?’

			He looked at me pathetically. ‘Look, whatever success we manifest demands a defiant outlook. The Law of Attraction works like magick – visualise what you want and force it into fruition.’

			‘That’s very esoteric. Sounds like you’ve been talking to those yogi gurus in the park. Show care – they might be visualising themselves poking up your bugger.’

			‘You haven’t met her, yet you’re this offended?’

			‘Come on, it was her first day. Fuck those manipulative mind tricks. Save those for the pub trollops.’

			‘Are you being protective? That whole shtick wouldn’t have worked otherwise. For tomorrow, why not prepare some lines? It’s not difficult, just come up with something clever and be sure to memorise it.’

			‘I don’t have your magick.’

			‘That’s not it at all. It’s a mindset.’

			‘In either case, it’s a form of deception. What happens when the spell fades away?’

			He looked back as if I were a dunce. ‘When the show’s over, a magician does his vanishing act. Never mind the box jumpers. Those come and go, mate.’

			Maybe so. Despite not having met, I ached to be the one she’d choose. Though I was nothing of a pickup artist; brinksmanship ran afoul to my nature. Following a precarious childhood, I valued treating others with unabashed honesty. That’s what I loved most about The Blues – it always tells the truth.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Nightmarish Premonitions

			I awakened at the witching hour, distressed, my psyche raw from a nightmare. Wiping my forehead, I rolled out of bed and peeled my soaking shirt. While standing before the bathroom mirror, the facets of the dream receded, just as an owl’s hooting penetrated the window. Its nocturnal call jarred loose the dream, causing it to unspool in my mind like a cinematic projection. I looked on as a hillside manor was engulfed by flames beside a lake. Under a gibbous moon, the fiery imagery reflected across the water’s surface. A subhuman baying broke out from within the inferno as glowing eyes took shape.

			‘Come on, Barry. Every dog has its day, even you.’ Jimmy had already finished his morning spliff when we met at the café before class. He leaned over the counter, ordering for us. ‘Tea with a lump and two creams, please. Another for my mate, but skip the sugar, cheers.’

			Once sitting at a table, overly anxious, I singed my lips. Frustrated, I set the cup down. ‘Never mind going easy on me. Just treat the girl with dignity. Let’s not jockey at her expense.’

			‘That stings. You’re implying my intentions are shifty.’

			I fixed my glare at him, sipping tea. ‘Don’t drag me down with your depravity. Ms Chandel’s advice was on the mark, wasn’t it?’ I was busting bollocks, but my sentiment about the girl was sincere. Outside of his heartbreaks, the man wasn’t a scoundrel – my reaction was irrational. Obtuse as it was, this time it felt personal.

			‘Count on it, then. Let’s anoint her Queen Noemy, Sutton’s most precious damsel.’ 

			‘You know where to stick it, King James.’

			He pressed his lips, sipping tea. ‘Consider your approach. You saw how it went yesterday, just try something outrageous. Ask her to have a gander at your portfolio. Then, once she agrees, just whip your banger out.’

			‘Well said for a dickhead. But that’s a pathetic tip. To your flaccid point, it’s not just the canvas where you’re outgunned, is it?’

			

			‘See? What the fuck was that? The triple-inversion of todger puns? Bravo, sir! Some tidy work, too, might I say. Try that with the birds, lad, and they’ll be pecking at your pecker.’

			‘Good grief…okay, give it a rest. It kills the vibe when you talk like that.’

			‘I suppose you could ask her out first.’

			‘Just go piss off!’

			He finished his tea, standing to leave. ‘Ms Chandel thinks you’re going to be a star. Why not lure Noemy in with that?’

			Despite worldwide prestige, esteemed universities like Oxford and Cambridge had never produced any notable painters. Nor had Sutton College, but it was free of hubris and the fees were reasonable. Early on, I romanticised art school as a bastion of inspiration. Much to my chagrin, the muse was conspicuously absent from the syllabus. Technique and repetition reigned supreme with little regard to experimentalism in the pursuit of innovation.

			‘With all the lengths you go to chasing women, why not leverage the guitar? Nobody at school has any clue about your hits.’

			‘That’s a well-kept secret, my other gig, isn’t it? You know how it goes – once they know I’m a working musician, people wouldn’t take me seriously as a painter.’

			As for Jimmy’s brushwork, when compared to his talent on the guitar, it was sub-par. But unlike him, I’d gone all in without any fallback plan – failure would be catastrophic. Although the praise was generous, it did little to alleviate my disillusionment. Why am I doing this and for what? What if I fail miserably? Why would I be any better than the others? So quit already! Just go find a dependable job. In this bastard of a life, you’ve already suffered enough.

			Jimmy had earned a reputation as one of London’s finest guitarists. Despite not being famous, his fingerprints were all over the airwaves. At just twenty years old, he was already saving to buy a house. For the first time, I shared my eerie déjà vu with him. ‘She and I met before. At least, that’s what it seems like. As if it were a buried memory, how bizarre.’

			Noticing the hour, he yawned. ‘Drink your tea, guv. I can’t have you dragging me down being tardy again.’ Eyes swollen from the hashish, he straightened his collar. ‘As for her being familiar, nice one. That’s a proven line. Why not run with it? That’s how The Law of Attraction functions – just simply fool yourself until it happens.’

			‘You just invented that bullshit, didn’t you? I’d be a fool to assume you’re ever being serious. Here’s what I’m saying if you’ll bother to listen – what if it’s meant to be, like fate, and I do something that fucks it up?’

			‘What’s the deal? Why are you so desperate? Look, all that means is that you’re destined to shag the next bird that comes along.’

			Annoyed, I exhaled. ‘Why do I even bother with you?’

			‘I see being on the prowl the same way an artist views the canvas – make your impressions and move on to the next. Imagine having to paint the same thing over and over and over again your entire life. My God, a dreary existence.’
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			After leaving a touring band a few years before, Jimmy had been hesitant to form his own, despite having blazing chops and loads of industry connections. There he was, if not wet behind the ears, employed in the centre of the cyclone with England’s top-calibre musicians. Although, as for his own creative vision, he’d been uncharacteristically timid, shackled by the criterion of artistic perfection. Indeed, just as I was as a painter.

			Classes had ended and I was idling time, flicking my lighter in the courtyard. Across the way, he worked his way through the crowd, bombarded by acquaintances. After snuffing out my fag, I checked the time and sighed; it read seven minutes to four. Off to the gallows…

			‘My good man! Barry, how are you feeling? The time’s come, eh? And, don’t you worry, mate – I ran into Noemy in between classes. She’s going to be there.’

			‘Are you sure there’s room for me? I’m being serious. The two of you seem connected. What’s a spare cock good for?’

			He stopped walking, facing me. ‘Remember our bargain? We agreed we’re going to help each other become our very best.’

			‘You mean where I teach you brushing techniques and you teach me guitar solos? Fine, I’m overdue for my lesson. Matter of fact, there hasn’t even been one yet.’

			

			Turning the corner, we passed a kiosk vending Beatlemania wares. ‘Look at all that,’ he said. ‘Fab Four keychains and bubblegum. My God, they even have look-alike wigs for two quid. Jesus-bloody-Mary, I thought I was going barking mad. That’s what I’ve been spotting around town.’

			Just ahead, the pub appeared. I was too overwhelmed to care.

			‘Anyway, like I was saying,’ he went on, ‘let’s hold off guitar lessons and focus on your clog popping shortages. Or, better said, the complete lack thereof.’

			‘Now it’s a clog popping lesson. How about I just leave you two alone?’

			‘You want to know the best way to ruin destiny? Not bothering to show up.’

			I didn’t have a comeback for that. Pacing up the block, while mustering up all my aplomb, my expectations were less than modest. Boasting a well-oiled repertoire, Jimmy’s roguish delivery rivalled prime Humphrey Bogart, whereas mine was the tongue-tied garblings of a smitten oaf. He would sit idle with a resting grin, listening obliviously as they gazed back lovestruck, eyelashes dancing.

			We approached the pub door. ‘You called it the other day. Something about this bird has me anxious.’

			‘When we’re with her, make sure you refer to her as Noemy, okay, Page?’

			He side-eyed me. ‘Yes, our dearest Queen Noemy. How dare I forget? No need to work yourself up, lad. It’ll all go just swimmingly, you’ll see.’

			‘Swimmingly? What the fuck’s that even mean? Yank the polo stick from your arse.’

			‘All tongue-in-cheek, old sport! God damn, you’re sure edgy! Spring’s in the air, isn’t it?’ He inhaled, carefree. ‘Just take a whiff of all that lavender. Say, can you part with a fag?’

			Jenny Lind was our usual go-to after class, mostly frequented by Tommies and pensioners. In the afternoons, their sombre reminiscences were upended by boisterous students. Straight out of class, we would dance at the jukebox, raising glasses, singing along. Watching from a distance, I’d recognise their disconnection to our fancy-free lives. Many of them had tasted mustard gas after being sent to the trenches. For the last term’s contest, I painted this very visage, juxtaposing our overlapping worlds. It was awarded best oil canvas, Winter of ’64.

			As Jimmy fiddled around while finishing a cigarette, I opened the squeaky door. The mood was subdued, all the blokes on barstools turned my direction. She was already there, seated in the far corner. Our eyes met, reigniting that same familiarity I’d experienced in the courtyard.

			‘Here’s our elegant lady.’ While greeting her, he manoeuvred past me. ‘Good afternoon, Noemy, my dear!’ He pecked her cheeks while embracing. ‘My cruel ruse didn’t chase you away.’ To prove the point, he looked at me while saying it.

			Once near her, she appeared far more exquisite, a beauty my portrait failed to capture. While her features were gorgeous, my God, those fluctuating irises. They’d appear clover green, but then in direct light they’d deepen into an expressive teal blue. On this day, her strawberry-blond hair was pony-tailed by a muted purple bow.

			Leaning on me like his chum, he slung an arm around my shoulder. ‘Allow me to introduce Barrington Kolby, my most gifted friend. One day he’ll be internationally regarded – he’s won first place in the painting awards every time. The faculty all fawns over him, wait and see, it grows so nauseating. They insist he’s our most promising—’

			‘That’s far too generous.’

			Holding his gaze, he ignored me. ‘Just be advised – however modest he pretends to be, considering how hefty his portfolio is, never fall for it.’ He winked at me. She and I exchanged glances during the banter, grinning simultaneously.

			‘We haven’t met, have we?’ Her vivacious visage appeared to gleam. I swear it must be something. But what? Did we briefly meet on a swingset as children?

			Jimmy furrowed his brow. ‘You two know each other? Didn’t you mention being new to the West End, love?’

			It wasn’t just me, our connection was apparent. ‘Meeting a woman like Noemy? How could one forget?’

			I leaned in to embrace her, as if we had done so untold times in some other existence. As her body pressed upon mine, our union ignited a flash of reminiscence. Pulling me closer, she seemed to cling on a moment longer. Though fleeting, I knew it wasn’t simply fortuitous – our love had long existed predestined. Baffling as it was, we’d been reunited after untold eons apart. Suggesting that would be crazy. Rather, I pretended she was a stranger. Maybe in this life, but not in any other.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Pub Palmistry

			I’d painted Noemy’s portrait, drawing from those brief, distant glimpses. Now, with her an arm’s length away, I studied every nuance. Weighing my work, I promised myself that I’d paint a truer rendition. Yet, her very radiance exceeded the medium. Such beauty is too beguiling for pigment or frame. I lost myself within the subtleties: the way the light struck her hair’s copper undertones, the elegance of her contours and those entrancing eyes.

			‘It’s quite the rapport, the two of you have, taking turns as the foil. A bit like Jerry Lewis and Dean Martin.’

			‘He’s the bestest friend I ever had!’

			I found that duo’s slapstick to be irritatingly predictable. ‘The Smothers Brothers. Fine then, I’ll be a Dick to Jimmy’s Tommy all day.’

			‘And an enormous dick, Barry is.’

			When she laughed, I was relieved! Be it clever or misaligned, my satire was usually an alienating curse. ‘Last time we saw each other, you nearly witnessed both our expulsions. What narcissistic wanker blows a spliff in their instructor’s face?’

			She was in stitches. ‘And, minutes before class, mind you! I overheard the whole thing! People’s conversations stopped, everyone was watching. Oh my goodness, that powerful odour! It smelt spicy like cloves and incense.’

			‘He had plenty of warnings, didn’t you, Page? I predicted the outcome beforehand, of course. That was Northern Africa’s finest hash. I’m sure they were wafting it up in Brixton.’

			‘Spoken like such a saint! And yet, you were indulging yourself, weren’t you? Not to mention, our new friend Noemy deserves her share of the responsibility.’

			She placed a hand over her heart. ‘Me?’

			‘Of course. For being such a stunning distraction. What did you think would happen showing up unannounced like that? The term’s almost over, yet suddenly, there you are, a four-leaf clover. Say, mate, sport me one more fag, won’t you?’

			Sliding over the pack, I gestured he could keep them. Her presence alone was already overly consuming. I felt surreal in the moment, as if acting on stage. Indifferent to all the doubt, I’d discovered an unfamiliar poise – my anxiety had withdrawn. Peering wryly at me, Jimmy lit a cigarette, signalling defeat. The four-leaf clover, the numinous soul with aquamarine eyes, had chosen.

			Relinquishing victory, Jimmy crossed his legs, leaning back casually. ‘Barry and I have been busting bollocks since the first day of orientation. I said that he was a rather dishy bloke for being an Irish Viking. Of course, he accused me of being a crafty butcher.’

			‘You’re so silly.’ She giggled. ‘What’s that even mean?’

			‘The way he said it to me, I figured he liked his meat delivered around the back.’

			Laughter seized her. ‘Oh heavens, you two! The Smothers Brothers would never tell a joke like that!’

			‘Even without any buggery, our bit must violate the Obscene Publications Act, eh, Page?’

			She covered her mouth, unable to stop. This never happened before – a woman who appreciates my dark humour.

			Jimmy shook his head at me. ‘Speaking of the Vikings, you’re a tad ginger yourself, aren’t you, darling? What shade? Perhaps rosé champagne with roots of amber.’ Twirling his finger in the air, he signalled for the barmaid.

			Even the soft tenor of Noemy’s voice struck a familiar chord. ‘I’m Swedish, but our clan stemmed all along the Norwegian border.’

			He grinned and winked. ‘At least our lassie isn’t a bogtrotter.’

			‘You see how Page is? While complimenting you, he insulted all of Ireland.’

			He crossed his legs and ashed his fag. ‘Barry fancies making me out as a mangy influence. What makes it far worse – the faculty all concurs.’

			‘Is this the case?’

			Adrift within her mesmeric gaze, a meagre nod was all I could manage.

			Well aware, she smiled in return. Reaching over, she touched my hand. ‘It’s a blessing that you’ve joined us today, Barrington.’

			I mumbled something unintelligible.

			Jimmy looked queerly at Noemy. ‘Tell me, love, how was it you knew Barry’s given name? I don’t remember either of us using Barrington earlier. You deduced it out of thin air, damn impressive. The reason I ask is that it’s unusual – neither of us have heard of another chap called that.’

			The barmaid arrived and he ordered for us. ‘Good day, darling. Nice seeing you again. Eva, isn’t it? We’d like a round of bitter, whatever’s fresh. And, I’ll be accounting for our tab, thanks very much. Oh and pretzels if you have them. Also, a jar of mustard, as well, love.’

			‘Pagey’s not so bad. He’s something like a brother, though we’ve never squabbled.’

			‘That’s our yin and yang, isn’t it? In life, who doesn’t benefit from some spurring along. Know this, Noemy – the man thrives on canvas. No matter, now do tell, how did you know his given name?’

			Noemy deliberated. ‘Usually I’d say serendipity...’ She glanced at the nearby portrait on the wall once again.

			It was the establishment’s namesake, Jenny Lind.

			‘Arriving here this afternoon, I found the pub’s name welcoming,’ she went on. ‘In my family, few figures are more beloved than The Swedish Nightingale. My mum always says that our clans are intertwined.’

			Eva arrived carrying pints of Double Diamond. Overhearing, she said, ‘They say her soprano was unmatched a century ago. And also, Ms Lind was a very charitable woman. That’s what I most admire about her. Her fortune was responsible for establishing the Infirmary for Sick Children out in Norwich.’ I grew humble as Eva admired Lind’s visage. If so blessed, it’s the type of legacy I aspire to forge. Never mind the prestige of personal gains or the egocentrism of acclaim.

			‘That’s much more uncommon nowadays, eh?’ Jimmy said. While comparing Noemy to the wall portrait, he noticed the similarities of their features. ‘I must say, darling, you’re a far more gorgeous version of The Nightingale.’

			That left Noemy blushing. ‘Enough of that!’

			Eva encouraged her. ‘How about the golden voice? Sing a few bars for us.’

			‘Good gracious, no. I’m not any Nightingale. Not a chance.’

			Eva pointed out a framed illustration. ‘Miss Lind sang from the pub balcony in 1847. See how the streets were lined in all directions; as far as the people’s ears could reach. The entire afternoon of her performance, not a soul in Sutton dared to make a peep. That’s how much they revered her.’

			

			I sighed. ‘A heartfelt sentiment during this forsaken era of Beatlemania.’

			‘But that’s not all,’ said Eva, voice lowering. ‘Miss Lind’s spirit still frequents here. She’s seen on the balcony at twilight. And, on summer’s hottest nights, she stays cool in the cellar.’

			Jimmy threw Eva a look. ‘If I didn’t know better, that would sound like a clever pitch from the landlord. Well then, are you friendly with her?’

			Eva pretended to shiver. ‘Oh no, I never go looking for spirits. God forbid one follows me home.’ As Jimmy and I chuckled at the Sutton Arms connotation, she smiled meekly, hiding her shoddy teeth. ‘You must be Sutton students, yeah?’

			‘We’re all enrolled in visual arts,’ I said. ‘Although one of us doubles as an undercover studio musician.’

			‘Easy, Kolby...keep that between us.’

			Eva faltered while reminiscing. ‘I once fancied myself a jazz singer, but my voice wasn’t up to par.’

			‘Music is such a pure form of artistry,’ Noemy said. ‘Mind if I ask what made you sheepish?’

			‘Lack of talent, to be candid. After a summer of lessons, I started busking at pubs for tips, but few seemed to care for it. That’s when I realised – sometimes our dreams are just that.’ Shrugging, she returned to the bar.

			Noemy’s gaze followed her. ‘Poor woman, that’s all too common.’

			Jimmy grunted. ‘You want my best advice about the arts? Never give a single fuck what anyone says. Most people crave validation; it’s too much for them. But that poor woman, eh? All those drunken naysayer cunts undermined her confidence.’

			‘Too right,’ I said, identifying dolefully. ‘Even the best of artists are prone to it. How dismal it gets. Now she’ll never know her potential.’

			Beyond technique or acclaim, tenacity distinguishes an artist; each innovative act defies austerity. For myself, the resulting strife had grown detestably familiar. Yet, the most profound of artists persevere, though often punished or ridiculed for it.

			Jimmy reached for his pint. ‘Having lunch at Sutton Arms yesterday, a ghost was mentioned. I suppose all pubs have them.’ Connecting eyes, he offered up his glass. ‘Here’s to the very best of health, the flowers of springtime and the legacy of Jenny Lind. Of greatest consequence, cheers to our new friend Noemy the Nightingale. May her days at Sutton College prove fortuitous.’

			As we ceremoniously toasted and clinked glasses, each nuance flickered into my consciousness like a phantom recollection. The scene registered as if it were a memory, albeit one fleeting from recognition.

			‘Sorry, where were we, dear? You were explaining your magick in naming Barrington.’

			She gave pause. ‘Typically, I imply that I’m lucky. Between us, it’s much closer to intuition.’

			Jimmy pointed his eyes, as if to read her. ‘Don’t tell me you’re psychic. Well, well…you’d surely be London’s most stunning madame.’ 

			Her eyes reached away as she sipped her beer. ‘Mine’s nothing as profound. My mum’s side comes from a long line of Christian mystics known as Cunning Folk. Heard of seiðr magick?’

			‘Can’t say I have. Although, I will say, I’m quite intrigued with the occult. Have spirits communicated through you?’

			Mildly, she flinched. ‘My nan does channel, though I’ve chosen to stay away. It’s a burden for many.’

			I thought of my nans; one always kept me at a distance, the other vanished with my dad. ‘Are you close with her?’

			At that mention, her face brightened. ‘Nanna Elna is my favourite soul. She’s been living with us since I was young. To answer Jimmy’s question, she’s a modest sort of medium who takes pride in helping her clients.’

			‘You don’t say,’ said Jimmy. ‘Those abilities are known to be uncommon. I’ve read some books on the subject, not that I’m an expert.’

			While speaking, she’d look at me with measured gravity and restrained elation. I caught that nuance! She senses it too. If not for Jimmy, I’d just ask her directly.

			‘Nanny knows more than she should, her eyes are telling. I don’t know how she manages with all the expectation.’ She spoke of the matter without a shade of novelty. ‘Just like her nan before her, she’s a counsellor of sorts that offers spiritual guidance. As for spirits, there’s no need for special abilities, anyone can call on them if they’re foolish enough.’

			

			Jimmy pushed aside his pint. ‘Hold up. What do you mean exactly?’

			‘The aether is well-known to be fickle. Even with all her familiars, Nan has to be careful.’

			‘She’s a soothsayer of sorts, then,’ I said. ‘Sorry for the silly question, but does she ever use a crystal ball?’ 

			‘No, nothing like that. For Nan, it’s all visualised. She says it’s like a movie screen that plays inside her mind.’

			The theatre was where I learned what little I knew about the matter; the term occult itself still rang foreign. I’d long been curious, though with reasons unlike most. ‘You’re saying that ghosts tell your nan secrets? There are things I sure wish I had the answer to.’

			Jimmy leaned in. ‘I’m drawn to reading about magicians, like John Dee. What about spell casting? Come on, be honest, she must do a little hocus pocus from time to time.’

			‘Not like you’re thinking. Nanna does fortune telling, healing and finds things that go missing. But much of her work involves emotional support. She often says people are inclined to avoid confronting the shadow within them.’

			Finger spinning the air, he signalled the barmaid for another round. ‘She’s a Jungian philosophical witch, then? A friendly one, I take it, like Glinda in The Wizard of Oz? And tell us, darling, what about yourself? Your nose looks exquisitely chiselled and your skin isn’t green, thankfully.’

			That cracked her up. ‘Goodness, I’m nothing of a witch! Something much less.’

			‘Come clean about knowing Barry’s name, won’t you? Today, I’ve proven to be rather psychic myself.’

			Her eyes drifted to mine. ‘Okay, yes, I’ve inherited her sixth sense to a small extent, if that’s your implication.’

			‘Show us! Maybe you got lucky once.’

			After ruminating for a second, she extended her palm to mine, requesting, ‘Barrington, may I have your hand?’

			‘She certainly is saucy, Barry. A marriage proposal already.’

			

			‘Is Jimmy always so dramatic?’ Taking my hand, she caressed it. I melted as her touch traced a line, one resonating beyond the reach of time. She gazed up at me, eyes unabating. ‘Sorry, mind if we switch hands? For a man, I need the left.’

			Jimmy drew closer. ‘We’ve found ourselves a
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