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  About the Book


  As well as her eight novels, Angela Carter published four wonderful collections of short stories during her lifetime, and contributed stories to several anthologies. The stories were scattered amongst different publishers, and a couple of the volumes are now out of print. In Burning your Boats they were gathered for the first time; this is a key collection and required reading for Angela Carter aficionados.


  


  About the Author


  Angela Carter was born in 1940. She read English at Bristol University, and from 1976–8 was a fellow in Creative Writing at Sheffield University. She lived in Japan, the United States and Australia. Her first novel, Shadow Dance, was published in 1965, followed by The Magic Toyshop (1967, John Llewellyn Rhys Prize), Several Perceptions (1968, Somerset Maugham Award), Heroes and Villains (1969), Love (1971), The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman (1972), The Passion of New Eve (1977), Nights at the Circus (1984, James Tait Black Memorial Prize) and Wise Children (1991). Four collections of her short stories have been published: Fireworks (1974), The Bloody Chamber (1979, Cheltenham Festival of Literature Award), Black Venus (1985) and American Ghosts and Old World Wonders (1993). She was the author of The Sadeian Woman: An Exercise in Cultural History (1979), and two collections of journalism, Nothing Sacred (1982) and Expletives Deleted (1992). She died in February 1992.


  


  ALSO BY ANGELA CARTER


  Short Stories


  Fireworks


  The Bloody Chamber


  Black Venus


  American Ghosts and Old World Wonders


  The Virago Book of Fairy Tales (editor)


  The Second Virago Book of Fairy Tales (editor)


  Wayward Girls and Wicked Women (editor)


  Novels


  Shadow Dance


  The Magic Toyshop


  Several Perceptions


  Heroes and Villains


  Love


  The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman


  The Passion of New Eve


  Nights at the Circus


  Wise Children


  Non-fiction


  The Sadeian Woman: An Exercise in Cultural History


  Nothing Sacred: Selected Writings


  Expletives Deleted


  Shaking a Leg: Collected Writings


  Drama


  Come unto These Yellow Sands: Four Radio Plays


  The Curious Room: Collected Dramatic Works


  


  ANGELA CARTER


  Burning Your Boats


  Collected Stories


  WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY

  Salman Rushdie


  [image: center]


  INTRODUCTION


  The last time I visited Angela Carter, a few weeks before she died, she had insisted on dressing for tea, in spite of being in considerable pain. She sat bright-eyed and erect, head cocked like a parrot’s, lips satirically pursed, and got down to the serious teatime business of giving and receiving the latest dirt: sharp, foulmouthed, passionate.


  That is what she was like: spikily outspoken – once, after I’d come to the end of a relationship of which she had not approved, she telephoned me to say, ‘Well. You’re going to be seeing a lot more of me from now on’ – and at the same time courteous enough to overcome mortal suffering for the gentility of a formal afternoon tea.


  Death genuinely pissed Angela off, but she had one consolation. She had taken out an ‘immense’ life insurance policy shortly before the cancer struck. The prospect of the insurers being obliged, after receiving so few payments, to hand out a fortune to ‘her boys’ (her husband, Mark, and her son, Alexander) delighted her greatly, and inspired a great gloating black-comedy aria at which it was impossible not to laugh.


  She planned her funeral carefully. My instructions were to read Marvell’s poem On a Drop of Dew. This was a surprise. The Angela Carter I knew had always been the most scatologically irreligious, merrily godless of women; yet she wanted Marvell’s meditation on the immortal soul – ‘that Drop, that Ray / Of the clear Fountain of Eternal Day’ – spoken over her dead body. Was this a last, surrealist joke, of the ‘thank God, I die an atheist’ variety, or an obeisance to the metaphysician Marvell’s high symbolic language from a writer whose own favoured language was also pitched high, and replete with symbols? It should be noted that no divinity makes an appearance in Marvell’s poem, except for ‘th’Almighty Sun’. Perhaps Angela, always a giver of light, was asking us, at the end, to imagine her dissolving into the ‘glories’ of that greater light: the artist becoming a part, simply, of art.


  She was too individual, too fierce a writer to dissolve easily, however: by turns formal and outrageous, exotic and demotic, exquisite and coarse, precious and raunchy, fabulist and socialist, purple and black. Her novels are like nobody else’s, from the transsexual coloratura of The Passion of New Eve to the music-hall knees-up of Wise Children; but the best of her, I think, is in her stories. Sometimes, at novel length, the distinctive Carter voice, those smoky, opium-eater’s cadences interrupted by harsh or comic discords, that moonstone-and-rhinestone mix of opulence and flim-flam, can be exhausting. In her stories, she can dazzle and swoop, and quit while she’s ahead.


  Carter arrived almost fully formed; her early story, ‘A Very, Very Great Lady and Her Son at Home’, is already replete with Carterian motifs. Here is the love of the gothic, of lush language and high culture; but also of low stinks – falling rose-petals that sound like pigeon’s farts, and a father who smells of horse dung, and bowels that are ‘great levellers’. Here is the self as performance: perfumed, decadent, languorous, erotic, perverse; very like the winged woman, Fevvers, heroine of her penultimate novel Nights at the Circus.


  Another early story, ‘A Victorian Fable’, announces her addiction to all the arcana of language. This extraordinary text, half-Jabberwocky, half-Pale Fire, exhumes the past by exhuming its dead words:


  


  In every snickert and ginnel, bone-grubbers, rufflers, shivering-jemmies, anglers, clapperdogeons, peterers, sneeze-lurkers and Whip Jacks with their morts, out of the picaroon, fox and flim and ogle.


  Be advised, these early stories say: this writer is no meat-and-potatoes hack; she is a rocket, a Catherine Wheel. She will call her first collection Fireworks.


  Several of the Fireworks stories deal with Japan, a country whose tea-ceremony formality and dark eroticism bruised and challenged Carter’s imagination. In ‘A Souvenir of Japan’ she arranges polished images of that country before us. ‘The Story of Momotaro, who was born from a peach.’ ‘Mirrors make a room uncosy.’ Her narrator presents her Japanese lover to us as a sex object, complete with bee-stung lips. ‘I should like to have had him embalmed . . . so that I could watch him all the time and he would not have been able to get away from me.’ The lover is, at least, beautiful; the narrator’s view of her big-boned self, as seen in a mirror, is distinctly uncosy. ‘In the department store there was a rack of dresses labelled: “For Young and Cute Girls Only”. When I looked at them, I felt as gross as Glumdalclitch.’ In ‘Flesh and the Mirror’ the exquisite, erotic atmosphere thickens, approaching pastiche – for Japanese literature has specialised rather in these heated sexual perversities – except when it is cut through sharply by Carter’s constant self-awareness. (‘Hadn’t I gone eight thousand miles to find a climate with enough anguish and hysteria in it to satisfy me?’ her narrator asks; as, in ‘The Smile of Winter’, another unnamed narrator admonishes us: ‘Do not think I do not realize what I am doing,’ and then analyses her story with a perspicacity that rescues – brings to life – what might otherwise have been a static piece of mood-music. Carter’s cold-water douches of intelligence often come to the rescue of her fancy, when it runs too wild.)


  In the non-Japanese stories Carter enters, for the first time, the fable-world which she will make her own. A brother and sister are lost in a sensual, malevolent forest, whose trees have breasts, and bite, and where the apple-tree of knowledge teaches not good and evil, but incestuous sexuality. Incest – a recurring Carter subject – crops up again in ‘The Executioner’s Beautiful Daughter’, a tale set in the kind of bleak upland village which is perhaps the quintessential Carter location – one of those villages where, as she says in the Bloody Chamber story ‘The Werewolf’, ‘they have cold weather, they have cold hearts’. Wolves howl around these Carter-country villages and there are many metamorphoses.


  Carter’s other country is the fairground, the world of the gimcrack showman, the hypnotist, the trickster, the puppeteer. ‘The Loves of Lady Purple’ takes her closed circus-world to yet another mountainous, Middle-European village where suicides are treated like vampires (wreaths of garlic, stakes through the heart) while real warlocks ‘practised rites of immemorial beastliness in the forests’. As in all Carter’s fairground stories, ‘the grotesque is the order of the day’. Lady Purple, the dominatrix marionette, is a moralist’s warning – beginning as a whore, she turns into a puppet because she is ‘pulled only by the strings of Lust’. She is a female, sexy and lethal rewrite of Pinocchio, and, along with the metamorphic cat-woman in ‘Master’, one of the many dark (and fair) ladies with ‘unappeasable appetites’ to whom Angela Carter is so partial. In her second collection, The Bloody Chamber, these riot ladies inherit her fictional earth.


  The Bloody Chamber is Carter’s masterwork: the book in which her high, perfervid mode is perfectly married to her stories’ needs. (For the best of the low, demotic Carter, read Wise Children; but in spite of all the oo-er-guv, brush-up-your-Shakespeare comedy of that last novel, The Bloody Chamber is the likeliest of her works to endure.)


  The novella-length title story, or overture, begins as classic grand guignol: an innocent bride, a much-married millionaire husband, a lonely castle stood upon a melting shore, a secret room containing horrors. The helpless girl and the civilised, decadent, murderous man: Carter’s first variation on the theme of Beauty and the Beast. There is a feminist twist: instead of the weak father to save whom, in the fairy tale, Beauty agrees to go to the Beast, we are given, here, an indomitable mother rushing to her daughter’s rescue.


  It is Carter’s genius, in this collection, to make the fable of Beauty and the Beast a metaphor for all the myriad yearnings and dangers of sexual relations. Now it is the Beauty who is the stronger, now the Beast. In ‘The Courtship of Mr Lyon’ it is for the Beauty to save the Beast’s life, while in ‘The Tiger’s Bride’, Beauty will be erotically transformed into an exquisite animal herself: ‘. . . each stroke of his tongue ripped off skin after skin, all the skins of a life in the world, and left behind a nascent patina of hairs. My earrings turned back to water . . . I shrugged the drops off my beautiful fur.’ As though her whole body were being deflowered and so metamorphosing into a new instrument of desire, allowing her admission to a new (‘animal’ in the sense of spiritual as well as tigerish) world. In ‘The Erl-King’, however, Beauty and the Beast will not be reconciled. Here there is neither healing, nor submission, but revenge.


  The collection expands to take in many other fabulous old tales; blood and love, always proximate, underlie and unify them all. In ‘The Lady of the House of Love’ love and blood unite in the person of a vampire: Beauty grown monstrous, Beastly. In ‘The Snow Child’ we are in the fairy-tale territory of white snow, red blood, black bird, and a girl, white, red and black, born of a Count’s wishes; but Carter’s modern imagination knows that for every Count there is a Countess, who will not tolerate her fantasy-rival. The battle of the sexes is fought between women, too.


  The arrival of Red Riding Hood completes and perfects Carter’s brilliant, reinventing synthesis of Kinder- und Hausmärchen. Now we are offered the radical, shocking suggestion that Grandmother might actually be the Wolf (‘The Werewolf’); or equally radical, equally shocking, the thought that the girl (Red Riding Hood, Beauty) might easily be as amoral, as savage as the Wolf/Beast; that she might conquer the Wolf by the power of her own predatory sexuality, her erotic wolfishness. This is the theme of ‘The Company of Wolves’, and to watch The Company of Wolves, the film Angela Carter made with Neil Jordan, weaving together several of her wolf-narratives, is to long for the full-scale wolf-novel she never wrote.


  ‘Wolf-Alice’ offers final metamorphoses. Now there is no Beauty, only two Beasts: a cannibal Duke, and a girl reared by wolves, who thinks of herself as a wolf, and who, arriving at womanhood, is drawn towards self-knowledge by the mystery of her own bloody chamber; that is, her menstrual flow. By blood, and by what she sees in mirrors, that make a house uncosy.


  


  At length the grandeur of the mountains becomes monotonous . . . He turned and stared at the mountain for a long time. He had lived in it for fourteen years but he had never seen it before as it might look to someone who had not known it as almost a part of the self . . . As he said goodbye to it, he saw it turn into so much scenery, into the wonderful backcloth for an old country tale, tale of a child suckled by wolves, perhaps, or of wolves nursed by a woman.


  Carter’s farewell to her mountain-country, at the end of her last wolfstory, ‘Peter and the Wolf’ in Black Venus, signals that, like her hero, she has ‘tramped onwards, into a different story’.


  There is one other out-and-out fantasy in this third collection, a meditation on A Midsummer Night’s Dream that prefigures (and is better than) a passage in Wise Children. In this story Carter’s linguistic exoticism is in full flight – here are ‘breezes, juicy as mangoes, that mythopoeically caress the Coast of Coromandel far away on the porphyry and lapis lazuli Indian Shore’. But, as usual, her sarcastic common-sense yanks the story back to earth before it disappears in an exquisite puff of smoke. This dream-wood – ‘nowhere near Athens . . . (it) is really located somewhere in the English midlands, possibly near Bletchley’ – is damp and waterlogged and the fairies all have colds. Also, it has, since the date of the story, been chopped down to make room for a motorway. Carter’s elegant fugue on Shakespearean themes is lifted towards brilliance by her exposition of the difference between the Dream’s wood and the ‘dark necromantic forest’ of the Grimms. The forest, she finely reminds us, is a scary place; to be lost in it is to fall prey to monsters and witches. But in a wood, ‘you purposely mislay your way’; there are no wolves, and the wood ‘is kind to lovers’. Here is the difference between the English and European fairy tale precisely and unforgettably defined.


  Mostly, however, Black Venus and its successor, American Ghosts and Old World Wonders, eschew fantasy worlds; Carter’s revisionist imagination has turned towards the real, her interest towards portraiture rather than narrative. The best pieces in these later books are portraits – of Baudelaire’s black mistress Jeanne Duval, of Edgar Allan Poe, and, in two stories, of Lizzie Borden long before she ‘took an axe’, and the same Lizzie on the day of her crimes, a day described with slow, languorous precision and attention to detail – the consequences of overdressing in a heat-wave, and of eating twice-cooked fish, both play a part. Beneath the hyper-realism, however, there is an echo of The Bloody Chamber; for Lizzie’s is a bloody deed, and she is, in addition, menstruating. Her own life-blood flows, while the angel of death waits on a nearby tree. (Once again, as with the wolf-stories, one hankers for more; for the Lizzie Borden novel that we cannot have.)


  Baudelaire, Poe, Dream-Shakespeare, Hollywood, panto, fairy tale: Carter wears her influences openly, for she is their deconstructionist, their saboteur. She takes what we know and, having broken it, puts it together in her own spiky, courteous way; her words are new and not-new, like our own. In her hands Cinderella, given back her original name of Ashputtle, is the fire-scarred heroine of a tale of horrid mutilations wrought by mother-love; John Ford’s ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore becomes a movie directed by a very different Ford; and the hidden meanings – perhaps one should say the hidden natures – of pantomime characters are revealed.


  She opens an old story for us, like an egg, and finds the new story, the now-story we want to hear, within.


  No such thing as a perfect writer. Carter’s high-wire act takes place over a swamp of preciousness, over quicksands of the arch and twee; and there’s no denying that she sometimes falls off, no getting away from odd outbreaks of fol-de-rol, and some of her puddings, her most ardent admirers will concede, are excessively egged. Too much use of words like ‘eldritch’, too many men who are rich ‘as Croesus’, too much porphyry and lapis lazuli to please a certain sort of purist. But the miracle is how often she pulls it off; how often she pirouettes without falling, or juggles without dropping a ball.


  Accused by lazy pens of political correctness, she was the most individual, independent and idiosyncratic of writers; dismissed by many in her lifetime as a marginal, cultish figure, an exotic hothouse flower, she has become the contemporary writer most studied at British universities – a victory over the mainstream she would have enjoyed.


  She hadn’t finished. Like Italo Calvino, like Bruce Chatwin, like Raymond Carver, she died at the height of her powers. For writers, these are the cruellest deaths: in mid-sentence, so to speak. The stories in this volume are the measure of our loss. But they are also our treasure, to savour and to hoard.


  Raymond Carver is said to have told his wife before he died (also of lung cancer), ‘We’re out there now. We’re out there in Literature’. Carver was the most modest of men, but this is the remark of a man who knew, and who had often been told, how much his work was worth. Angela received less confirmation, in her lifetime, of the value of her unique oeuvre; but she, too, is out there now, out there in Literature, a Ray of the clear Fountain of Eternal Day.


  Salman Rushdie, May 1995


  


  EARLY WORK


  The Man Who Loved a Double Bass


  A Very, Very Great Lady and Her Son at Home


  A Victorian Fable (with Glossary)


  The Man Who Loved

  a Double Bass


  All artists, they say, are a little mad. This madness is, to a certain extent, a self-created myth designed to keep the generality away from the phenomenally close-knit creative community. Yet, in the world of the artists, the consciously eccentric are always respectful and admiring of those who have the courage to be genuinely a little mad.


  That was how Johnny Jameson, the bass player, came to be treated – with respect and admiration; for there could be no doubt that Jameson was as mad as a hatter.


  And the musicians looked after him. He was never without work, or a bed, or a packet of cigarettes, or a beer if he wanted one. There was always someone taking care of the things he could never get around to doing himself. It must also be admitted that he was a very fine bass player.


  In this, in fact, lay the seed of his trouble. For his bass, his great, gleaming, voluptuous bass, was mother, father, wife, child and mistress to him and he loved it with a deep and steadfast passion.


  Jameson was a small, quiet man with rapidly receding hair and a huge pair of heavy spectacles hiding mild, short-sighted eyes. He hardly went anywhere without his bass, which he carried effortlessly, slung on his back, as Red Indian women carry their babies. But it was a big baby for one so frail-looking as he to carry.


  They called the bass Lola. Lola was the most beautiful bass in the whole world. Her shape was that of a full-breasted, full-hipped woman, recalling certain primitive effigies of the Mother Goddess so gloriously, essentially feminine was she, stripped of irrelevancies of head and limbs.


  Jameson spent hours polishing her red wood, already a warm, chestnut colour, to an ever deeper, ever richer glow. On tour, he sat placidly in the bus while the other musicians drank, argued and gambled around him, and he would take Lola from her black case, and unwrap the rags that padded her, with a trembling emotion. Then he would take out a special, soft silk handkerchief and set to work on his polishing, smiling gently at nothing and blinking his short-sighted eyes like a happy cat.


  The bass was always treated like a lady. The band started to buy her coffee and tea in cafés for a joke. Later it ceased to be a joke and became a habit. The extra drink was always ordered and placed before her and they ignored it when they went away and it was still on the table, cold and untouched.


  Jameson always took Lola into cafés but never into public bars because, after all, she was a lady. Whoever drank with Jameson did so in the saloon and bought Lola a pineapple juice, although sometimes she could be prevailed upon to take a glass of sherry at festive occasions like Christmas or a birthday or when someone’s wife had a child.


  But Jameson was jealous if she got too much attention and would look daggers at a man who took too many liberties with her, like slapping her case or making facetious remarks.


  Jameson had only ever been known to strike a man once when he had broken the nose of a drunken, insensitive pianist who made a coarse jest about Lola in Jameson’s presence. So nobody ever joked about Lola when Jameson was there.


  But innocent young musicians were hideously embarrassed if ever it fell out that they had to share a room with Jameson while on tour. So Jameson and Lola usually had a room to themselves. Away from Jameson, the trumpeter, Geoff Clarke, would say that Jameson was truly wedded to his art and perhaps they ought to book the bridal suite for the pair at some hotel, sometime.


  But Clarke gave Jameson a good job in his trad group that was called the West End Syncopators. Ignoring the august echoes of the name, they dressed themselves up in grey toppers and tail coats when performing and their souped-up version of ‘West End Blues’ (plus new vocal) had penetrated to the lower reaches of the top twenty.


  They all looked grotesque in grey toppers and none more grotesque than Jameson; but the band still made money.


  Making money, however, meant day after day spent in a converted Green Line bus travelling up and down the country from one one-night-stand to the next. It meant dates at corn exchanges, town halls, grimy back rooms in pubs. It meant constant bone-weariness and constant cash and credit and the band all loved it. They all shared a crazy jubilation.


  ‘The trad boom ain’t going to last for ever, so let’s enjoy it!’ said Len Nelson, the clarinettist.


  He was an incorrigible fornicator, whose idea of profiting from the trad boom was to lure star-struck young girls from the provincial clubs and concerts up into his hotel bedroom and there copulate with them. He loved success. And, to a lesser extent, they all exulted.


  Except, of course, Jameson, who did not even notice that trad was booming. He played just whatever he was told to play. He never really cared what it was as long as the quality of the sound he produced did not offend Lola.


  One night in November, they were engaged to play at a small town in the Fenland wastes of East Anglia. Darkness came with the afternoon, dragging mist with it to fill the dykes and shroud the pollard willows. The band bus followed a straight road with never a turn or dip and when they reached the pub where the jazz club at which they were to perform was held, and climbed from the bus, the darkness fell around their shoulders like a rain-soaked blanket.


  ‘Are they expecting us?’ asked Dave Jennings, the drummer, anxiously. Not a light shone in the pub.


  A frayed poster pinned to the closed main door announced their coming. But the chronic Fenland rain had so softened the paper that the slogan: ‘Friday night is rave night – with the raving, rioting, hit parade happy West End Syncopators’ was almost indecipherable.


  ‘Well, it’s not opening time, yet,’ comforted Len Nelson.


  ‘More’s the pity,’ grunted Jennings.


  ‘Of course they’re expecting us,’ said Geoff firmly. ‘The club booked us up months ago, before the record even. That’s why we accepted a date in this God-forsaken hole, isn’t it, Simeon?’


  The manager was a peripatetic Jew named Simeon Price, a failed tenor sax man who travelled with them out of nostalgia for his swinging days. Simeon was staring at the pub with bright, frightened eyes.


  ‘I don’t like it here,’ he said and shivered. ‘There’s something in the air.’


  ‘Bloody lot of wet in the air,’ grumbled Nelson. ‘Bet the dollies round here all got webbed feet.’


  ‘Don’t come the mysterious East,’ Geoff urged Simeon.


  Simeon shook his head agitatedly and shivered in spite of the great, turned-up collar of his enormous cashmere coat. He always dressed like a stage Jew. His race was his gimmick and he always affected a strong Yiddish accent although his family had been respected members of the Manchester bourgeoisie for nearly 150 years.


  But then the landlord appeared and then the two sixth form grammar school boys who ran the club and there was beer and chat and warmth and laughter. Jameson was very worried in case the damp should hurt Lola, warp her, rot her strings. He allowed one of the grammar school boys, they called him the Boy David at once, to buy her a rum and orange, for her health’s sake. Nelson and Jennings had to take the wondering Boy David off into the Gents and explain about Lola, quietly.


  But Simeon’s slender, delicately pointed nose was almost aquiver with sensibility, smelling something wrong, trouble in the wet air. The East Anglian air was bad for his weak lungs. The Boy David was talking about his club.


  ‘Bit old world, the membership, really, though we get people in for the club from quite a way away – art students, even, and a few sharp youngsters, and leather jackets who come from miles on their motorbikes. But the local teds, well, they still even have sideboards and velvet collars to their jackets!’


  There was a chorus of incredulous mirth and the boy at once became embarrassed and bought more drinks to cover his confusion. The band were to stay the night at the pub, which hid a number of bedrooms behind its unimposing façade. Simeon crept away from the bar to feel the sheets on his bed. They were damp. His throat immediately set up a sympathetic tickling.


  Jameson, humping Lola, also crept away, to the back room where music and dancing were permitted. He unwrapped his instrument and sat huddled over it in the cold, caressing with his silken rag. The room around him waited for the club to open, the shabby lines of quiet chairs waited, the little platform for the musicians waited.


  But there was a potent unease in the night. The musicians sensed it and their laughter became defiant as they tried to frighten the uneasiness away with their merriment. And they failed. Their young hosts caught the silent, depressed infection until they were all just sitting around, drinking for want of something else to do. But Jameson was happy; he was the only one happy, sitting away from them all, with Lola between his knees.


  As the band assembled on the cramped platform, the first customers arrived and stood around with their first half pints of bitter. Music began; the customers waited passively for the first extrovert couple who would start to dance.


  They were an easily recognisable type, these early ones. The boys wore pale, loose sweaters with paisley silk scarves tucked casually into the vee necks and the girls were tricked out in pseudo beat style, black or heavy mesh stockings, loose dresses heavily fringed. They were the children of local doctors, clergymen, teachers, retired soldiers, probably students in their last school year. They wore duffel coats and drove battered old cars and had a tendency to collect those little china ashtrays with veteran cars on them.


  Just before the first break, a black-legged girl in a short little pleated skirt and a youth in cavalry twill trousers ventured, giggling, on to the floor to dance; they did so in a peculiarly self-conscious way that made the musicians wink and grin at one another. Gradually the room began to fill. Art students from a nearby town, sniggering at the bourgeois who aped them; a party of crop-haired modernists, who had also travelled some distance. The modernists had sharp, pointed noses and Italian suits. Their girls dressed with studied formality, faces stylised, pale cheeks and lips, vividly painted eyes, hair immaculate, stiff with lacquer.


  The modernists chaffed Simeon, who lingered by the pay desk because the boys in charge were so young that he worried for them. The modernists joked about the grey top hats and the striped trousers and were patronising about ‘West End Blues’ and, in fact, the whole trad setup altogether; they were here, they implied, just because there happened to be nothing else doing that night. Simeon smiled with professional warmth and wondered whether he dare slip away to spray his throat.


  But his eyes slitted with suspicion when he saw a group of youths were parking motorcycles outside the pub; he could see them through the open door. They took off their crash helmets and left them under their cycles, where they gleamed whitely, like mushrooms or new laid eggs. Then the boys approached, plastic jackets creaking. Simeon personally tore off their jackets for them and watched them anxiously as they fought for brown ales at the bar.


  ‘Now, those chaps are really far less potential trouble than those modernist friends of yours,’ admonished the Boy David. Simeon sighed.


  ‘You wouldn’t have, by any chance, such a thing as an aspirin – and perhaps, might it be possible, could I get a glass of hot milk?’


  Inside the club room, a thick smoke haze dimmed the already low lighting and the room was in semi-darkness. Arms and legs flailed, beer slopped. The music was so loud it seemed almost a tangible, brazen wall. The West End Syncopators were half-way through another successful date.


  But the leatherjackets kept apart from the main, happy crowd. They had taken over one particular corner for themselves and were not dancing but standing up to their beer, laughing and grinning.


  The boys in the band played and sweated and gulped restorative bitter between choruses. They undid their silk waistcoats and their black ties and mopped the red indentations made on their foreheads by their top hats. It was just like any other date.


  Just like any other date until one of the leatherjackets spilled his beer all over the olive green buttocks of a thin girl in a sheath dress who jived backwards into him. She turned, angry. He apologised with profuse irony and that made her more angry still. The girl complained to her sharp, short-jacketed escort and the leatherjackets stood all round and leered.


  ‘And aren’t you going to say sorry to this young lady, then, mate?’ the girl’s dancing partner shouted above the music.


  The leatherjackets closed ranks like a snapped clasp-knife. Their indistinguishable, pallid, slack-jawed faces all grinned at once.


  ‘And what if I ain’t particularly sorry? Wasted all my beer, I have.’


  A group of Italian youths deserted their girls to gather behind the olive-sheathed girl’s defender. And that was how it started. The quarrel boiled up into a fine ragout of cries, shouts, blows and the dim interior whirled with thrusting limbs and crashing bottles as the eager youths met in fight. A bottle smashed the single, red-painted electric bulb and there was a horror of darkness. In the chaos, a pair of leatherjackets launched an attack on the musicians who were moaning and terrified and striking little matches to see something of the battle.


  ‘That such a thing should happen when we’re in the top twenty!’ gasped Simeon.


  The Young Conservatives came scurrying past shepherding frightened Susans, Brendas, and Jennifers. But the art students clustered safely at the door to giggle. The tight-skirted teddy girls dropped their impassivity; like valkyries they rode the battle, cheering the fighters on. Their exalted faces flickered in and out of the light that trickled through from the public bar.


  Now the musicians cast aside their top hats, their instruments and their neutrality. Simeon saw Len Nelson – as jerky and uncertain in the intermittent light as a man in an early film – leap from the dais and seize an Italian youth by his narrow and immaculate lapels and shake, shake, shake him until the boy’s mouth gaped open, howling.


  ‘Nothing like it ever happened before!’ the Boy David kept exclaiming in an apologetic frenzy. There were crashes and splinterings and the landlord appeared, trembling. Simeon took him into the private bar to soothe him with his own Scotch.


  ‘Quite like the old days, before we got famous,’ panted Nelson, defending the microphone.


  But it was all over very quickly, when someone shouted something about the police and the room emptied like a bath when the plug is pulled out. The musicians’ heavy breathing and little exclamations of triumph and sighs were the only sounds in the room.


  ‘Would I be such a fool as to call the police?’ demanded Simeon rhetorically. So they all laughed and went for a drink.


  ‘Here,’ said someone later, ‘has anyone seen Jameson?’


  ‘Not since the lights went out.’


  ‘Well, what does it matter? I’m going to bed,’ said Simeon. ‘I’ve a dreadful cold coming, I feel it. Not that going to bed will do me much good; wringing wet, the sheets are . . .’


  Then they all of them forgot about Jameson until very much later, when all but Geoff and Nelson had finally followed Simeon up the stairs to bed. Geoff and Nelson, decently happy, decided to go and have a look at the damage in the club room. They took a light bulb from the bar and plugged it into the socket where the red light had once been. And into focus leapt all the shattered glass and broken chairs and brown beer puddles soaking into the floor.


  Sobered at once, Geoff climbed on to the stage and poked anxiously among the instruments remaining. Miraculously, the drum and its accessories had survived and – he sighed – there seemed not a casualty on the dais. Then he found a terrible thing. Where Jameson had sat with Lola, there remained nothing on the floor but a heap of chestnut-coloured firewood.


  ‘Oh, Christ,’ he said. Nelson looked up, startled at the tone of the other’s voice. ‘Jameson, how are we going to tell Jameson, Len? His bass . . .’


  They stood together and gazed at Lola’s pathetic fragmented corpse. Both were touched with a cold finger of awe and dread and a superstitious sorrow; the lady who did not go into public bars was suddenly no more than a few graceless splinters.


  ‘Do you know if he knows?’ whispered Nelson. It did not seem right to talk in a loud voice.


  ‘I haven’t seen him since the trouble began.’


  ‘Even if he does know, well, he ought to have a bit of company, at a time like this, a few friends around him . . .’


  ‘Maybe he’s up in his room.’


  They found out from the landlord that Jameson had been lodged in an attic room high at the top of the old rabbit-warren of a place. Fenland mist had crept into the pub and it blurred their vision as Geoff and Nelson climbed flight after flight of stairs. It was very late, now, and cold, with a bone-chilling, wet, cold. Then, without warning, every light went out. Stricken, Nelson clutched at Geoff.


  ‘Len, it’s all right, don’t take on. It must be a fuse, or something, perhaps the wiring – rotten old wiring they have in houses as old as this.’


  But he himself was badly scared. They both felt an alien, almost tangible something in the darkness, felt it in the damp kiss of the mistsoaked air on their cheeks.


  ‘A light, Geoff, now.’


  Geoff clicked his cigarette lighter. The tiny flame only intensified the darkness around them. They reached the topmost landing.


  ‘Here we are.’


  The door swung open. Geoff held his lighter high. They saw first a chair, overturned on the floor. Then they saw the open, empty case of a double bass on the cheap taffeta bedspread. The case was shaped for all the world like a coffin. But Lola would not lie in it, although it was her own.


  And in the still circle of light, swung a pair of feet, gently, backwards and forwards, forwards and backwards . . . Geoff raised his lighter above his head until they could see all of Jameson, hanging from a disused gas bracket, his gentle face black and twisted. Bedded deep in his neck was a brilliant silken rag, the rag he had used for so long to polish his bass. Something glinted on the floor beneath him – his glasses, dropped, broken.


  A sodden wind came in through the open window and swallowed the lighter flame at once. Then there was engulfing darkness and in the darkness no noise but the slow creak, creak, creak. And the two men grabbed at each other’s hands like frightened children.


  In a room beneath them, the same little wind trickled through an ill-fitting window frame and tickled Simeon Price’s throat so that he coughed and stirred a little, uneasily, in his sleep.


  A Very, Very Great Lady

  and Her Son at Home


  ‘When I was adolescent, my mother taught me a charm, gave me a talisman, handed me the key of the world. For I lived in terror, I, so young, so shy of so many people – i.e. those who spoke with soft voices and sounded the h in “which”; cinema usherettes who, in those days wore wide satin pyjamas which mocked my unawakened sex with unashamed lasciviousness; suave men who put cold hands on my defenceless, barely formed breasts on the tops of lonely November buses. So many, many people.


  ‘My mother said: “Child, if such folks awe you, then picture them on the lavatory, straining, constipated. They will at once seem small, pathetic, manageable.” And she whispered to me a great, universal truth: “THE BOWELS ARE GREAT LEVELLERS.”


  ‘She was a rough woman, my mother. She picked her teeth ceaselessly with a fork and she would take off her felt slippers, in the evenings, and probe out the caked, flaked skin and dirt from between her toes with a sensual, inquisitive finger. But she was possessed of great wisdom – the brutal, yet withal vital, wisdom of a peasant.’


  The woman’s voice, high and clear as the sound of a glass rapped with a spoon to summon a waiter, ceased in meditation for a moment. Only two endlessly long miraculously slender legs emerged from the pool of coagulated shadow in the corner where she sat.


  Petals dropped from a red rose in a silver bowl on to the low, round, blood-coloured mahogany table with a soft, faint, exhausted sound, as of a pigeon’s fart. The woman recrossed her legs; rasping planes of silk flashed out as they caught the light, like the blades of scissors, slicing all that came between them. She resumed her narrative.


  ‘I had been a shy child. A lonely child, lost in the middle of a large family – twenty-three children, of whom eighteen reached maturity! – cooped up in a meagre dwelling, the loft above my father’s stable. Ah!’ she cried, ‘how often I lay awake at night comforted by the gentle whickering of great, grey Dapple, with the ruffs over his hooves, like a pierrot!’


  Again she paused for a moment’s recollection; then resumed her narrative.


  ‘By tragic paradox, so crowded was our home, so continual the to-ing and fro-ing, that my isolation was total. I was alone, so alone; so tentative, unable to grasp the fact of myself as an entity, a personality.


  ‘I was introverted to the point of extinction, and in that great, surging mêlée of humanity – my family – only behaviour extroverted to the point of sheer exhibition drew attention to oneself.


  ‘I remember how one of my brothers – or perhaps it was a sister: one forgets, one forgets – plunged his little bare feet in the suppertime soup one night, to bring to my parents’ attention how great his need was for new boots. Or shoes. Or sandals. Or socks . . .’


  The voice died away and then welled out again in passionate regret: ‘The significant detail – one forgets it! One forgets it!’ But soon she resumed her narrative.


  ‘Poor little fellow, he – or was it she – was scalded almost to the knee. The suppertime soup, the cabbage leaves bobbing in it – I remember, though, the suppertime soup. And the faces round the table, so many, many faces. And such meagre soup that many a time, my small stomach sonorous as a pair of maracas, I would creep down in the silence of the night to scoop up a little of Dapple’s steaming mash on my fingers, for myself.


  ‘Indeed, though one would scarcely credit it, for many years my mother, in error, called me by the name of an elder sister who had died in infancy. My father, on the other hand, a grey, precise man who smelled of horse dung and kept a list of all our names (together with brief descriptive notes) sewn to the inside of his black greasy hat, scrupulously referred to me by my baptismal name whenever he chanced to see me, removing his hat and running a gnarled finger down the columns until he came to the thumbnail sketch which tallied with the wide-eyed, pigtailed child before him. Those were the only occasions on which I recall him taking off his hat.


  ‘Jason, cigarettes.’


  The boy, cross-legged at her feet, leapt into darkness; came the sound of an unsnapped case, a clicked lighter. The red tip of the cigarette glowed in the shadows like a warning traffic-light – STOP – and the petals on another full-blown rose trembled but did not fall.


  ‘Forced into myself, I became bookish, walking five miles to the free library in my cracked clogs. I read, I read, I read. Anything, everything . . . My father, dipping the quill in the penny bottle of ink, laboriously added “steel-rimmed spectacles” to the note beside my name in his directory. Charity spectacles. I was so ashamed.


  ‘But I was a helpless addict; so precious were those books to me that I carried them around next to my heart, beneath the ragged liberty vest from the parish poor-box but above the layer of newspaper that, for warmth, my mother sewed around us, renewing it each autumn.


  ‘My mind grew in the darkness like a flower. But my isolation increased. I could not communicate my love, my wonder, my veritable lust for things of the spirit, the intellect, with my parents – nor, indeed, with my teachers, for them I hated. They bound my face in iron: first my eyes, then my teeth.


  ‘“Teeth in brace,” my father amended by the guttering light of the farthing candle. Or was it a penny candle? Or a halfpenny rush dip? One forgets – one forgets.’


  Again the brief cry; then she resumed her narrative.


  ‘Life went on. The years passed. The bright peonies of the menstrual flow blossomed. My breasts grew like young doves. I had a fever and they cropped my hair. To my wonder and delight it grew again in little soft curls.


  ‘I stared at my reflection in Dapple’s trough. I took off my spectacles and pulled the brace from my mouth. I dimly saw this white face and this golden topknot and I was afraid, for the child I had been was dead; dead and replaced by a beautiful woman whom I did not know.


  ‘Jason, the candles.’


  He – the boy; slight, fair, delicate – struck matches, and the branched candlesticks sprang to life.


  Her face was a painted mask of beauty. Eyes bluer than their blue-stained lids, precise discs of scarlet on her white cheeks, lambent hair piled above the winking lights of her tiara. And the diamonds burned with no more dangerous fire than did her white breasts, exposed to the nipples by the black chiffon robe that fell away from her thighs.


  She was as beautiful as Venus rising from the waves in the celebrated picture by Botticelli, only more so. She was as beautiful as the celebrated bust of Nefertiti in the Louvre, only more so. She was as beautiful as the statue of the young David by the celebrated Michelangelo that gazes on the thronged traffic of Milan with such serenity, only more so.


  Slowly she ground out her cigarette in the wounded onyx of an ashtray on the arm of her chair. She resumed her narrative.


  ‘At fifteen, I went walking in the park. I glowed with beauty on the boating pond, in a canoe, at half a crown an hour. I disputed about Plato, whose books I read deeply, with a small brown man in a loin cloth, and all the time I gazed on my reflection in the rippling water.


  ‘When I concentrated on my reflection, I was that lovely being. Je suis un autre. Dizzied, drunk on the miracle of arriving at a personality with the suddenness of epiphany, I turned from the pool to make some brilliant point to my companion – and my new self fell away like a cloak. I wept, stammered: ten years old again.


  ‘I ran, stumbling, back to the familiar warmth of the stable, to weep saltily into Dapple’s warm mane. And there my mother, coming from the streets with her hands full of potato peelings that she gleaned from the ashcans of our neighbours (when no one was looking; she had a fierce pride), to enrich Dapple’s mash . . . my mother, returning, saw me.


  ‘“Susan,” she said, “hush your moitherings.” And then she paused, bewildered, laid her burden on a nearby tea chest and came close to me, so close that I could count the grey hairs growing from her nostrils. Her rheumy eyes filled, overflowed.


  ‘“But you be not my Susan!” she cried. “My Susan didn’t live to be as old as you!” And she buried her head in her apron and her shoulders heaved with sobbing. But, selfishly, I dried my own tears on Dapple’s tail, for my mother had at last recognised my true identity and I perceived a glimmer of hope.


  ‘Jason, my knee.’


  He knelt at once and began to massage her knee. The bones clicked under his long fingers. A candle flame flickered, casting a momentary shadow over the lower part of her face resembling a small black moustache and imperial.


  ‘“Mother,” I said, “I am so shy.” It was the first remark I remember addressing to her in my whole life. “Mother,” I repeated; the word tasted wholesome as bread and milk in my mouth.


  ‘She gazed at me thoughtfully, rolling a corner of her apron into a probe and cleaning wax from her ear with it. Then she gave me the formula, irradiating my life.


  ‘“If you picture them all on the lavatory, constipated, straining, then all the toffee-nosed bastards will seem defenceless and pathetic,” she said.


  ‘“THE BOWELS ARE GREAT LEVELLERS.”


  ‘It was a revelation. I rushed out into the world, never to return, repeating those words, living by them.


  ‘Jason, the world was my OYSTER!’


  Her voice rang like a sudden, brass-throated trumpet. The full-blown rose at last allowed itself to collapse, almost with the quality of muffled applause. The woman’s beauty was so intense that it seemed to have the quality of a deformity, so far was it from the human norm. The bones in her knees jostled one another with a faint mumbling.


  As if recollecting vague, soft, fragrant, long-ago things, she murmured (more to herself than to the boy): ‘Ah, Jason, the childish thighs and baby buttocks of great men. You can stop massaging.’


  He drew away. She lit another cigarette at the candle flame. Blinking, he drew a hand through his hair. The candle light shone along the brace in his teeth, made blinding pools in the steel-rimmed spectacles over his eyes. He backed, bumping against the mahogany table where the petals pooled redly.


  ‘Jason,’ she asked sharply, ‘why are you staring at me? Jason?’


  He coughed. He fidgeted, the toes of his bare feet curling and uncurling in the thick carpet.


  ‘Jason?’ more urgently.


  ‘And do you look pathetic on the lavatory, mother?’


  The cigarette fell from nerveless fingers; she opened and closed her mouth but not a sound came out. She crashed forward on to the carpet and lay there, a tree felled, motionless.


  The boy went to the door and vanished, laughing, into the night.


  


  A Victorian Fable


  (with Glossary)


  The Village, take a fright.

  In the rookeries.


  Here the sloops of war and the dollymops flash it to spie a dowry of parny; there the bonneters cooled their longs and shorts in the hazard drums.


  In every snickert and ginnel, bone-grubbers, rufflers, shivering-jemmies, anglers, clapperdogeons, peterers, sneeze-lurkers and Whip Jacks with their morts, out of the picaroon, fox and flimp and ogle.


  A Hopping Giles gets a bloody Jemmy on the cross of a cut-throat; the snotters crib belchers, bird’s eye wipes, blue billies and Randal’s men.


  In a boozing ken in the Holy Land, a dunk-horned cutter – a cock-eyed clack box in flashy benjamin and blood red fancy – shed a tear by the I desire.


  But when he got the water of life down the common sewer, he bullyragged so antiscripturally that the barney hipped and nabbed the rust.


  ‘This shove in the mouth makes me shoot the cat! Me dumpling depot is fair all-overish!’


  He certainly had his hump up. He absquatulated. The bung cried: ‘Square the omee for the cream of the valley!’ But the splodger had mizzled with his half-a-grunter.


  At his ruggy carser, his poll – a killing, ginger-hackled skull-thatcher – kept on the nose for her jomer.


  She had faked the rubber for her mendozy and got him up an out and out glorious sinner. There was an alderman in chains, a Ben Flake, a neddy of Sharp’s Alley blood worms, with Irish apricots, Joe Savace and storrac.


  ‘Pray God,’ she said, ‘that he be neither beargeared, bleary, blued, primed, lumpy, top-heavy, moony, scammered, on the ran-tan, ploughed, muddled, obfuscated, swipy, kisky, sewed up nor all mops and brooms! Or that he hasn’t lapped the gutter, can’t see a hole in a ladder or been to Bungay Fair and lose both his legs!’


  But what a flare-up in the soush! He dropped into her on the spot. He’d got a capital twist for a batty fang and he showed her it was dragging time; she was sick as a horse. He was a catchy fancy-bloke.


  ‘You mouldy old bed-fagot, you rotten old gooseberry pudden, you ugly old Gill, you flea-ridden old moll!’ he blasted. ‘I’ll give you jessie, you Mullingar heifer!’


  A barnacled cove (a spoffy blackberry swagger with a Newgate fringe) from the top floor back sang out: ‘Knife it, you head beetler! Stow faking!’ But got a stunning fag on the twopenny that sent him half-way to Albertopolis.


  She had bought the rabbit with that slubberdegullion. He peppered her and clumped her and leathered her till she went flop down on the Rory O’More and then he stepped it for the frog and toad, to go to Joe Blake the Bartlemy.


  He hopped the twig on her.


  ‘He ought to go to the vertical care-grinder!’ she chived. ‘He ought to be marinated! I’ll never poll up with a liver-faced, chatty, beef-headed, cupboard-headed, culver-headed, fiddle-faced, glumpish, squabby dab tros like him again!


  ‘I’m fairly in half-mourning – it won’t fadge, it just won’t fadge. He gives me the Jerry go Nimbles. I’ll stun him – I’ll streak. I’ll pick up my sticks and cut.’


  So she bolted and took a speel on the drum to the top of Rome.


  On Shitten Saturday, the worms pinned that scaly shaver of hers in a Tom and Jerry for starring the glaze; he went over the stile at Spike Park and got topped.


  Glossary


  
    
      	
        Village, the

      

      	
        London

      
    


    
      	
        take a fright

      

      	
        night (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        rookeries

      

      	
        a slow neighbourhood inhabited by dirty Irish and thieves

      
    


    
      	
        sloop of war, a

      

      	
        whore (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        dollymop, a

      

      	
        a tawdrily dressed maid-servant, a streetwalker

      
    


    
      	
        flash it, to

      

      	
        show it, to display one’s wares

      
    


    
      	
        dowry of parny, a

      

      	
        a lot of rain

      
    


    
      	
        bonneter, a

      

      	
        one who induces another to gamble

      
    


    
      	
        cool, to

      

      	
        to look, to look over (back slang)

      
    


    
      	
        longs and shorts

      

      	
        cards made for cheating

      
    


    
      	
        hazard drum, a

      

      	
        gambling dens, where the honest escape penniless, if at all

      
    


    
      	
        snickert, a

      

      	
        low alley way

      
    


    
      	
        ginnel, a

      

      	
        still lower alley way

      
    


    
      	
        bone-grubber, a

      

      	
        a person who hunts dust-holes, gutters, and all likely spots for refuse bones, which he sells at the ragshops, or to the bone-merchants

      
    


    
      	
        ruffler, a

      

      	
        beggar pretending to be an old, maimed soldier

      
    


    
      	
        shivering-jemmy, a

      

      	
        a begger who exposes himself, half-naked, on a cold day to obtain alms. This occupation is unpleasant but exceedingly lucrative

      
    


    
      	
        angler, an

      

      	
        a thief who goes about with a rod, having a hook at the end, which he inserts into open windows at night on the chance of a catch

      
    


    
      	
        clapperdogeon, a

      

      	
        a beggar who uses children, either of his own or borrowed, in order to stir the sympathy of the charitable

      
    


    
      	
        shed a tear, to

      

      	
        to take a dram or glass of neat spirits; jocular phrase used, with a sort of grim earnestness, by old topers. The origin may have been that ardent spirits, taken neat by younger persons, usually bring water to their eyes

      
    


    
      	
        I desire

      

      	
        fire (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        water of life

      

      	
        gin (from aqua vitae?)

      
    


    
      	
        common sewer

      

      	
        the throat

      
    


    
      	
        bullyrag, to

      

      	
        to abuse or scold violently; to swindle out of money by intimidation and sheer abuse

      
    


    
      	
        antiscriptural

      

      	
        adj – applied to oaths when they are composed of foul language

      
    


    
      	
        barney

      

      	
        the company

      
    


    
      	
        hip, to

      

      	
        to be offended

      
    


    
      	
        nab the rust, to

      

      	
        to take offence

      
    


    
      	
        shove in the mouth, a

      

      	
        glass of spirits

      
    


    
      	
        shoot the cat, to

      

      	
        vomit

      
    


    
      	
        dumpling depot

      

      	
        belly

      
    


    
      	
        all-overish

      

      	
        adj. – sick, unwell, out of order

      
    


    
      	
        have one’s hump up, to

      

      	
        to be in a fearful rage

      
    


    
      	
        absquatulate, to

      

      	
        depart from an establishment without paying one’s score

      
    


    
      	
        bung

      

      	
        landlord

      
    


    
      	
        square, to

      

      	
        to settle a bill

      
    


    
      	
        omee

      

      	
        man-in-charge; governor; landlord (when used by a landlord about himself)

      
    


    
      	
        cream of the valley

      

      	
        gin

      
    


    
      	
        splodger

      

      	
        lout

      
    


    
      	
        mizzle, to

      

      	
        to depart with great speed; to vanish

      
    


    
      	
        half-a-grunter

      

      	
        sixpence

      
    


    
      	
        ruggy

      

      	
        adj. – frowsty, unclean

      
    


    
      	
        carser

      

      	
        house, home

      
    


    
      	
        poll

      

      	
        young lady with whom a gentleman is having an irregular relationship

      
    


    
      	
        killing

      

      	
        adjective of high commendation; outstanding; unique

      
    


    
      	
        ginger-hackled

      

      	
        adj. – having auburn or flaxen hair

      
    


    
      	
        skull-thatcher

      

      	
        a straw-bonnet maker

      
    


    
      	
        on the nose, to be

      

      	
        on the look-out

      
    


    
      	
        jomer

      

      	
        sweetheart

      
    


    
      	
        fake the rubber, to

      

      	
        stand treat in an extravagant manner

      
    


    
      	
        mendozy

      

      	
        dear, darling; a term of endearment probably from the valiant fighter, Mendoza

      
    


    
      	
        out and out

      

      	
        adj. – first-rate; splendid

      
    


    
      	
        glorious sinner

      

      	
        dinner (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        alderman in chains, an

      

      	
        a turkey hung with sausages

      
    


    
      	
        Ben Flake, a

      

      	
        a steak (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        neddy, a

      

      	
        a large quantity of commodity, as in ‘a neddy of fruit’, ‘a neddy of fish’

      
    


    
      	
        Sharp’s Alley blood worms

      

      	
        black puddings. Sharp’s Alley was very recently a noted slaughtering place near Smithfield

      
    


    
      	
        Irish apricots

      

      	
        potatoes

      
    


    
      	
        Joe Savage

      

      	
        cabbage (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        storrac

      

      	
        carrots (back slang)

      
    


    
      	
        beargeared


        bleary


        blues


        primed


        lumpy


        top-heavy


        moony


        scammered


        on the ran-tan


        ploughed


        muddled


        obfuscated


        swipy


        kisky


        sewed up


        all mops and brooms


        lap the gutter, to


        not be able to see a


        hole in the ladder, to

      

      	
        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        adjectives and phrases denoting various stages

      
    


    
      	
        go to a Bungay Fair and lose both legs, to

      

      	
        to have reached the ultimate degree of intoxication. In the Ancient Egyptian language, the determinative character of the hieroglyphic verb ‘to be drunk’ has the significant form of the leg of a man being amputated

      
    


    
      	
        flare-up, a

      

      	
        row

      
    


    
      	
        soush

      

      	
        house (back slang)

      
    


    
      	
        drop into somebody, to

      

      	
        give them an unprovoked beating

      
    


    
      	
        twist

      

      	
        appetite, e.g. ‘Will’s got a capital twist for a Ben Flake’ or, in the case of the hero of our anecdote, a capital twist for . . .

      
    


    
      	
        batty fang, a

      

      	
        a sound beating, a drubbing

      
    


    
      	
        dragging time

      

      	
        the evening of a country fair day, when the young fellows begin pulling the wenches about

      
    


    
      	
        sick as a horse

      

      	
        popular simile denoting extreme ennui

      
    


    
      	
        catchy

      

      	
        inclined to take undue advantage

      
    


    
      	
        fancy-bloke

      

      	
        gentleman friend

      
    


    
      	
        bed-fagot

      

      	
        bed companion

      
    


    
      	
        gooseberry pudden

      

      	
        woman (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        Goll

        Moll

      

      	
        terms of disapprobation applied to females

      
    


    
      	
        blast, to

      

      	
        to curse

      
    


    
      	
        give jessie, to

      

      	
        to commit assault and battery upon someone

      
    


    
      	
        Mullingar heifer

      

      	
        said of a lady whose ankles are ‘beefy’, or thick. A term of Irish origin. It is said that a traveller passing through Mullingar was so struck with this pecularity in the local women that he determined to accost the first he met next. ‘May I ask,’ said he, ‘if you wear hay in your shoes?’ ‘Faith, an what if I do?’ said the girl. ‘Because,’ says the traveller, ‘that accounts for the calves of your legs coming down to feed on it.’

      
    


    
      	
        barnacled

      

      	
        adj. – applied to a wearer of spectacles (corruption of Latin binnoculi?). Derived by some from the barnacle (Lepas Anatifera), a kind of conical shell adhering to ships’ bottoms. Hence a marine term for goggles, and for which they are used by sailors in a case of ophthalmic derangement

      
    


    
      	
        cove

      

      	
        or covey; a man or boy of any age

      
    


    
      	
        spoffy

      

      	
        adj. – officious, intrusive

      
    


    
      	
        blackberry swagger

      

      	
        a person who hawks tapes, bootlaces, etc.

      
    


    
      	
        Newgate fringe, a

      

      	
        the collar of beard worn under the chin; so called from its indicating the position of the rope when Jack Ketch operates

      
    


    
      	
        sing out, to

      

      	
        exclaim in a loud voice

      
    


    
      	
        knife it, to

      

      	
        to stop, to bring to a halt

      
    


    
      	
        stow faking, to

      

      	
        to cease evil activity

      
    


    
      	
        stunning

      

      	
        adj. – astounding

      
    


    
      	
        fag

      

      	
        blow

      
    


    
      	
        twopenny

      

      	
        head

      
    


    
      	
        Albertopolis

      

      	
        a facetious appelation given by Villagers to the Kensington Gore district

      
    


    
      	
        buy the rabbit, to

      

      	
        make a bad bargain; obtain a deal of trouble and inconvenience by some action

      
    


    
      	
        slubberdegullion

      

      	
        worthless wretch

      
    


    
      	
        pepper, to

        clump, to

        leather, to

      

      	
        


        degrees of beating

      
    


    
      	
        flop down, to go

      

      	
        to collapse totally

      
    


    
      	
        Rory O’More

      

      	
        floor (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        step it, to

      

      	
        abscond

      
    


    
      	
        frog and toad

      

      	
        main road (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        Joe Blake the Bartlemy, to go to

      

      	
        to visit a low woman in a house ofill-repute

      
    


    
      	
        hop the twig, to

      

      	
        to run away; to leave someone in the lurch

      
    


    
      	
        vertical care-grinder

      

      	
        treadmill

      
    


    
      	
        chive, to

      

      	
        to shout

      
    


    
      	
        marinated, to be

      

      	
        transported; from the salt pickling herrings undergo in Cornwall

      
    


    
      	
        poll up, to

      

      	
        to live with a member of the opposite sex in a state of unmarried impropriety

      
    


    
      	
        liver-faced

      

      	
        adj. – mean, cowardly

      
    


    
      	
        chatty

      

      	
        adj. – infested with lice

      
    


    
      	
        beef-headed

      

      	
        adj. – stupid

      
    


    
      	
        cupboard-headed

      

      	
        an expression designating one whose head is both wooden and hollow

      
    


    
      	
        culver-headed

      

      	
        adj. – weak and stupid

      
    


    
      	
        fiddle-faced

      

      	
        adj. – applied to those with wizened countenances

      
    


    
      	
        glumpish

      

      	
        adj. – of a stubborn, sulky temper (our hero certainly fits the bill here!)

      
    


    
      	
        squabby

      

      	
        adj. – fat, short and thick

      
    


    
      	
        dab tros

      

      	
        bad sort (back slang)

      
    


    
      	
        in half-mourning, to be

      

      	
        to have sustained a black eye, or ‘mouse’, in the course of a tussle

      
    


    
      	
        fadge, it won’t

      

      	
        expression meaning ‘it just won’t do’, or ‘it just won’t work’

      
    


    
      	
        Jerry go Nimbles

      

      	
        diarrhoea

      
    


    
      	
        stun, to

      

      	
        to astonish

      
    


    
      	
        streak, to

      

      	
        to abscond

      
    


    
      	
        pick up one’s sticks and cut, to

      

      	
        to collect one’s possessions and leave an establishment without notice; to do a ‘moonlight flit’

      
    


    
      	
        bolt, to

      

      	
        to run away, escape

      
    


    
      	
        a speel on the drum, to take

      

      	
        to take a trip to the country

      
    


    
      	
        top of Rome

      

      	
        home (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        Shitten Saturday

      

      	
        corruption of ‘Shut-in Saturday’; the day between Good Friday and Easter Sunday

      
    


    
      	
        worm

      

      	
        policeman

      
    


    
      	
        pin, to

      

      	
        to arrest, to apprehend

      
    


    
      	
        scaly

      

      	
        adj. – unpleasant, disgusting

      
    


    
      	
        shaver

      

      	
        young person

      
    


    
      	
        Tom and Jerry, a

      

      	
        a drinking shop

      
    


    
      	
        star the glaze, to

      

      	
        to break the window or show-glass of a jeweller or other tradesman, and take any valuable articles and run away. Sometimes the glass is cut with a diamond, and a strip of leather fastened to the piece of glass cut out to keep it from falling in and making a noise. Another plan is to cut the sash

      
    


    
      	
        go over the stile, to

      

      	
        to go for trial (rhyming slang)

      
    


    
      	
        Spike Park

      

      	
        the Queen’s Bench prison

      
    


    
      	
        topped, to be

      

      	
        to be executed. Which the brute richly deserved
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  When I went outside to see if he was coming home, some children dressed ready for bed in cotton nightgowns were playing with sparklers in the vacant lot on the corner. When the sparks fell down in beards of stars, the smiling children cooed softly. Their pleasure was very pure because it was so restrained. An old woman said: ‘And so they pestered their father until he bought them fireworks.’ In this language, fireworks are called hannabi, which means ‘flower fire’. All through summer, every evening, you can see all kinds of fireworks, from the humblest to the most elaborate, and once we rode the train out of Shinjuku for an hour to watch one of the public displays which are held over rivers so that the dark water multiplies the reflections.


  By the time we arrived at our destination, night had already fallen. We were in the suburbs. Many families were on their way to enjoy the fireworks. Their mothers had scrubbed and dressed up the smallest children to celebrate the treat. The little girls were especially immaculate in pink and white cotton kimonos tied with fluffy sashes like swatches of candy floss. Their hair had been most beautifully brushed, arranged in sleek, twin bunches and decorated with twists of gold and silver thread. These children were all on their best behaviour because they were staying up late and held their parents’ hands with a charming propriety. We followed the family parties until we came to some fields by
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