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for Jake,

my love




Prologue

Thursday, 28th February 1895


‘O listen ere the searching sun

Show to the world my sin and shame.’

– from San Miniato



Not since he’d had to choose between serving a bottle of vintage 1863 Moët & Chandon to Benjamin Disraeli, or risk insulting him with the lesser 1868 Veuve Clicquot, had Oscar Wilde faced such a difficult decision.

Under normal circumstances, he would never have considered walking from his home on Tite Street to Piccadilly rather than taking a carriage. It was a distance of some two miles, after all, and he felt the same way about exercise as he did about heterosexual erotica – other people might enjoy it, but it really wasn’t for him. However, he was in such a quandary that he needed time to think.

It took him about an hour to reach the Albemarle Club and, by the time he arrived, he’d all but made up his mind. Still, as he was guided through the lobby towards the dining room by a young waiter whose nervous manner suggested that he was new to the role, he determined to take the soundings of his dining companions. All but one, he knew, could be relied upon to have his best interests at heart.

There were three men seated around the table but only one rose to greet him as he entered. He had met Robbie Ross almost a decade before, when he was already thirty-one and Ross seventeen, but the age difference had proved deceptive, for the younger man was already a skilled courtesan by then, while the older had been as innocent as a flower girl at a wedding.

Leaning in, Ross whispered the number eight into Oscar’s ear. Following a particularly distressing encounter the previous autumn, the pair had employed a simple code to inform each other of Bosie’s mood on any particular evening. A low number meant that he was in relatively good spirits, and a tantrum, while never to be entirely discounted, appeared unlikely. Closer to ten suggested that he was on the precipice of one of his phenomenal rages and the night was unlikely to end without a scene.

Since the start of the year, that number had never fallen below a seven.

Despite this, or perhaps because of it, it was to his erstwhile lover, Lord Alfred Douglas, that Oscar initially turned his attention as he took his seat, but Bosie, who generally preferred to be the one keeping others waiting, was locked in conversation with the journalist Robert Sherard, deliberately ignoring his patron in punishment for his late arrival. His thick blond hair fell haphazardly across his forehead and as he brushed it away from those pin-prick blue eyes, Oscar noticed a new ring – rose gold, studded with pavé diamonds – adorning the third finger of his left hand and recognized it as one that the boy had admired in Heming’s window a few days earlier. He’d insisted on going inside to try it on, but it cost £10, and Oscar had baulked at the price, standing his ground in an uncharacteristic show of independence, which led to hours of sulking and a refusal to accompany him to dinner later that evening. In spite of his noble parentage, Bosie never had a penny to his name, of course, so he must have returned to the store later and charged the ring to Oscar’s account, as he did with most of his expenses. The bill would doubtless be sent to Tite Street in due course, just as the invoice for the pocket watch strung across his waistcoat had been, not to mention that for the waistcoat itself. His trousers, shirt, jacket, even his shoes and underwear, had all been paid for by Oscar, a cause of increasing concern for the writer for although the royalties from his plays continued to roll in, they rolled out just as quickly, and his accounts were always in arrears.

‘Oscar,’ said Sherard, turning to greet him. ‘We were just discussing—’

‘Manners,’ said Bosie, sitting up in his chair and reaching for his champagne glass. He tapped some ash into a silver tray and plucked a stray pinch of tobacco from between his teeth, examining it for a moment before flicking it away. ‘We were discussing manners.’

‘Is that so?’ replied Oscar. ‘I’ve always believed that such delicacies should fall away, like milk teeth, during one’s youth. The rudest men I’ve ever known have sat at the very pinnacle of society, while those who sweep the streets behave with perfect courtesy. But why such a conversation, dear boy? Has someone upset you? Show me the vagabond and I shall have him turned out into the night.’

‘Only you,’ said Bosie. ‘Punctuality is the art of showing respect to yourself and others, wouldn’t you agree?’

Oscar glanced towards the enormous clock that hung on the wall over the fireplace, noting that the hands were fast approaching the quarter hour.

‘Christians,’ he said, ‘spoke originally of faith, hope and love as the theological virtues before later adding prudence, justice, temperance and courage to their list of insipid merits designed to sap all the joy from life. I don’t recall timekeeping being included but, I confess, it has been some time since I read my Bible.’

‘When I’m kept waiting,’ said Bosie, ‘I like to think it’s because my companion has suffered some catastrophe.’

‘That’s kind of you,’ replied Oscar with a smile. ‘When I am, I hope it’s because he’ll arrive with a magical story to excuse his tardiness.’

‘And can you offer such a thing? If so, I’m sure we’d all love to hear it. In lieu of an apology, I mean, since none seems to be forthcoming.’

‘It’s true that I am late to the table,’ admitted Oscar, bowing his head to his companions. ‘But not to the Albemarle. As it happens, I arrived promptly upon the hour but was waylaid by the most charming boy in the hallway and stopped to talk to him. He reminded me a little of you, Bosie,’ he added, glancing down at his place setting and adjusting the knife so its tip pointed towards him in an accusatory fashion. ‘When you were younger and more amusing, that is.’

Robbie bit his lip to stop himself from laughing while Bosie adopted a furious expression, reaching for the bottle of Krug, which revealed itself to be empty. Thrusting it upside down into the bucket, where it crunched loudly against the ice, he threw an arm in the air and clicked his fingers repeatedly to summon a waiter.

‘Don’t,’ said Sherard, pulling his hand down. ‘It’s terribly rude.’

‘Well, they’re not fast enough,’ he hissed, calling out loudly for service.

‘And how was your day, Oscar?’ asked Robbie. ‘You were planning on seeing Waller, weren’t you?’

‘I was and I did,’ he replied. ‘I called upon him at the Haymarket to discuss a note for An Ideal Husband, a piece of business that Cosmo insists upon at every performance. Have you seen it since opening night, any of you? No? Oh, but you must! Its author has clearly been touched by genius. But, playing the Vicomte, Cosmo has this absurd habit of placing both arms by his side and then flapping them repeatedly whenever he’s in conversation with Mrs Cheveley. Only her; no one else. I don’t know if he has designs on Florence and the poor man simply can’t control his lust, but in his dinner jacket, he looks ridiculous and puts me in mind of a constipated penguin. I’ve spoken to him about it time and again, but he refuses to listen. Thinks he knows the character better than I do. In the end, I decided the director should take control.’

‘And Waller agreed?’

‘Eventually,’ he replied. ‘But I don’t hold out much hope. After all, one doesn’t so much speak with Cosmo as against him and—’

By the table, a loud report signalled the opening of a fresh bottle of champagne, and Bosie responded by pushing his glass forward.

‘I do hate that sound,’ continued Oscar, and the young waiter, who had been looking pleased with himself for not allowing a spume to erupt volcanically from the neck, blushed a little before scampering off again. ‘There’s something rather plebeian about it, I feel. A law should be passed to ensure that champagne bottles are opened in an anteroom before being carried, quietly and without ceremony, to the table.’

‘I quite like it,’ replied Bosie, already finishing his flute and reaching for the bottle to pour another. ‘To me, it’s the sound of ecstasy.’

‘Or of ecstasy yet to come,’ suggested Sherard.

‘No, that’s different. From some, the sound of imminent pleasure is the very music of sex. From others, it recalls the screeching of pigs rutting in a barn. From Oscar – as you know, Robbie—’

‘My dear boy,’ said Oscar, accepting the glass that had been poured for him and bringing it to his lips. ‘It’s a little early in the evening for such boorishness, don’t you think? Conversation about ὀργασμός, which I assume is what you’re referring to, should be withheld until the fish course.’

‘Was that clever?’ asked Sherard, looking around.

‘Not particularly,’ replied Oscar. ‘But I daresay The Strand would give me a shilling for it. However, to return to Robbie’s original question, it pains me to say that my day has proved utterly disagreeable. When I left the theatre, I stopped here to retrieve a pair of gloves I’d left behind on my last visit. My intention was to collect them, then return home for an afternoon’s reading, but my plans were thwarted for the foulest of reasons.’

‘What happened?’ asked Robbie, and Oscar took a deep breath before reaching into his inner pocket to retrieve a small white calling card, which he passed to his right. At its heart, in an elegant font, was inscribed the name of the sender, Marquis of Queensberry. Above it, in dark ink, the words, For Oscar Wilde, posing somdomite. Robbie read it several times before looking up in astonishment.

‘He dared send this to you?’ he asked.

‘Ten days ago, apparently,’ replied Oscar. ‘The sealed letter has been languishing behind the porter’s desk ever since, biding its time like a patient wolf.’

‘What does it say?’ asked Sherard, reaching over to take it from Robbie before scanning it quickly. ‘Good Lord,’ he said.

Now Bosie leaned over to read, too. His expression was difficult for Oscar to decipher, although it was the one that interested him the most.

‘He is a dog,’ he said eventually in a low voice, as much to himself as to his companions. ‘A rabid dog that needs putting down.’

‘He is also your father,’ replied Oscar gently. ‘Although his grasp of spelling is as refined as his manners, a topic you were rather engaged with earlier. Remind me, Robbie. Where was Queensberry educated?’

‘Magdalene. Not our Magdalen, of course. Their Magdalene.’

‘Uneducated, you mean,’ said Bosie. ‘Remember, he didn’t take his degree in the end.’

‘A family trait, it seems,’ muttered Robbie.

‘Oscar, this can’t be allowed to stand,’ he snapped, ignoring the barb but storing it away in his mind for future retribution.

‘I admit that I was shocked when I first read it,’ Oscar said. ‘Its brevity is only matched by its insolence.’

‘He means to provoke you.’

‘Then he has succeeded.’

‘His hatred for me runs so deep that he’ll stop at nothing to cause pain for the people I love.’

‘But this isn’t about you, Bosie,’ said Robbie. ‘It’s about Oscar. The insult is aimed in his direction, not yours.’

‘When it comes to my father, everything is about me. Do you think if Oscar and I hadn’t taken up together that he would have cared who he spends time with? The insults, the gossip, the chatter that rings in his ears wherever people see us. There goes Oscar Wilde with his boy. That’s what they say, isn’t it? Only he doesn’t want me for Oscar’s boy, does he? He doesn’t want me for anyone’s boy, save his own.’

‘You must learn to control your emotions, my dear Bosie,’ said Oscar, draining his glass and allowing Sherard to pour him another. ‘There’s nothing to be gained by becoming overly demonstrative. After all, we are not Italians.’

‘How will you respond?’ asked Robbie.

‘I’ve spent the afternoon asking myself that very thing. It’s clear that this communication brings matters to a head, but we all knew that was bound to happen sooner or later. The man follows me around London creating the most appalling scenes. You know that he came to my house not so long ago with one of his bully-boy friends, demanding that I break with Bosie? I had to turn both of them out on to the street and instruct our new maid, Nancy, never to grant them admission again. It was the poor girl’s first week, too. What must she think of us? He attacks me in restaurants, books tickets for my opening nights in order to denounce me from the stalls. He would have succeeded too at Earnest, if word hadn’t reached me in time and I was unable to have him, and his bouquet of rotten vegetables, apprehended. He won’t rest until he’s put me in my grave.’

‘Well, it’s a clear libel, Oscar,’ said Sherard. ‘Composed by a bully. And if I learned anything at Elizabeth, it’s that bullies will continue to torment their victims until someone stands up to them. Then they fold like a cheap suit.’

‘Sherard’s right,’ agreed Bosie. ‘He’s given you the ammunition you need. If you take a case against him now, you’ll certainly triumph.’ He offered the group a vindictive smile, only stopping short of rubbing his hands together in glee. ‘I’ve waited years to see that monster in the dock. Humiliate him, Oscar! Destroy him!’

An uncomfortable silence fell across the table as the other diners in the room glanced around to see why voices were being raised in such an ungentlemanly fashion and Robbie laid a hand on Bosie’s arm to calm him.

‘I would certainly have cause to take action,’ agreed Oscar, speaking slowly and thoughtfully. ‘In fact, I spent much of this afternoon determined to do that very thing. But I wanted to hear what you all thought first. Robbie, I trust your judgement. What say you?’

‘I’m with Bosie on this,’ he replied, lighting a cigarette to give himself time to think. ‘Queensberry’s boorishness increases daily. He’ll never back down and his attacks on you will only grow worse if you leave them unchallenged. Your silence emboldens him. His hatred for you has, I think, become an obsession.’

‘It’s not Oscar he hates,’ snapped Bosie. ‘It’s me! He simply directs that venom towards Oscar.’

‘In this farce,’ continued Robbie, ignoring the interruption, ‘it seems clear that someone will eventually be destroyed. Him or you. To prevent it being the latter, you must act.’

Oscar nodded as he retrieved the card, placing it on the table before him and staring at it as if he hoped the words might magically transform into something less provocative.

‘He has no evidence, of course,’ he said after a moment. ‘Nothing to corroborate his charge.’

‘He could easily find some,’ said Sherard. ‘That must be considered.’

‘How?’

‘Oscar, don’t be naive. The boys—’

‘The boys would never betray me.’

‘The boys would betray their own grandmothers for a shilling. Can you really put your faith in the discretion of a gang of impoverished trulls? Piccadilly is full of renters and – I’m sorry – but you’ve had them all. It wouldn’t be difficult for Queensberry to find a few with tongues as loose as their morals.’

‘An English court would never take the word of a street boy over that of a gentleman. Especially not one whose soul has been touched by Apollo.’

‘I’m not sure they take the benedictions of the Gods into account,’ replied Robbie.

‘I insist that you take him on,’ barked Bosie, rising from his chair now to lean across the table. ‘Place him before the courts. Let the whole world learn of his intimidation. Lay out his hypocrisy. He talks of sexual misadventures, but how many whores has he visited over the years?’

‘Enough to keep the coffers of the bordellos full,’ agreed Oscar. ‘Indeed, from what I understand he’s spent so much of his life publicly chasing women that I’ve often wondered whether he’s secretly drawn to the Greek love himself. It’s the only thing that might account for his desperate need to be seen as what some call a natural man.’

‘I want to see the look on his face when he’s held to account for how he’s behaved towards me since the day I was born,’ continued Bosie, warming to his theme. ‘Not to mention how he’s treated my mother.’

‘Again, Bosie,’ said Robbie. ‘The card is not directed towards you. You must stop—’

‘By name, no, but—’

‘Think about Oscar!’

‘I am thinking about Oscar! Do you believe people are ignorant of the things my father says about him? About us? Silence would be an admission of guilt.’

He looked around at the other men, who, despite the nature of the offence, seemed to be struggling not to laugh.

‘What?’ asked Bosie, looking confused.

‘My darling boy,’ said Oscar, leaning forward and lowering his voice. ‘You must remember that I am, in fact, guilty. As are you. As are we all.’

‘Not I,’ said Sherard, looking slightly offended.

‘Of course not,’ replied Oscar. ‘My apologies. A grandson of Wordsworth could never commit such unnatural acts. Your life is all daffodils, fluttering and dancing in the breeze, while ours are wildflowers, always at risk of being mistaken for weeds.’

‘But he can’t prove it, Oscar, that’s the point,’ continued Bosie. ‘Which gives you the means to crush him!’

Oscar sighed and glanced around, thankful that the dining room was relatively quiet this evening.

‘And what if your lust for vengeance were to prove my undoing?’ he asked. ‘What would you say to that?’

‘That would never happen,’ Bosie replied. ‘You have wit in your armour. Intellect. Genius. He has nothing but thuggery. If you sue, his narcissism will see him disgrace himself in the dock, revealing him for the lizard he is.’

‘How dramatic,’ said Sherard, laughing a little.

‘Oh, must Oscar be torn apart between the two of you?’ asked Robbie, infuriated by Bosie’s words. ‘You hate your father; you’ve made no secret of that. Your father hates you; he’s been equally trenchant. But Queensberry would have no reason to hold such negative feelings towards Oscar were it not for the fact that you have attached yourself to him so indecorously these last few years, leeching off him and creating a spectacle of yourself wherever you go.’

‘Oh, you’re just jealous, Robbie,’ hissed Bosie. ‘You can’t stand that Oscar loves me and not you. You were a passing fancy. I am an eternal.’

‘I won’t have you speak to me like—’

‘I’ll speak to you as I see fit, you simpering popinjay.’

‘Stop it, both of you, please,’ said Oscar, slapping his hand down against the table. ‘Arguing amongst ourselves does nothing to help matters.’

Bosie threw himself back in his chair and shook his head before pouring another drink.

‘We must consider this carefully,’ Oscar continued. ‘Robbie, you know how much I value your opinion. Tell me truly. Should I ignore the insult?’

It was easy to see the conflict on the younger man’s face, but when he spoke, it was with conviction.

‘I think not,’ he said. ‘As much as I dislike Bosie’s motivations, he’s right that the charge must be answered. If you remain silent, then all of London will believe that you accept it. My advice is that you prosecute it as a libel.’

‘You don’t think that, if disregarded, it would be quickly forgotten as the ravings of a madman?’

‘In some quarters, yes. But consider the poisonous effect on your reputation. You are at the very peak of your powers. Your plays entertain London nightly, and you’ve barely turned forty. You must protect your name so your art can thrive.’

Oscar nodded, taking this in, before turning to Sherard.

‘And you, Robert,’ he said. ‘What say you?’

‘I say that if a man posted a card like that at my club, I would take a horsewhip to him from Shaftesbury Avenue to Trafalgar Square.’

‘And if you were deprived of your rod?’

‘Then I would forgo the satisfaction of beating him for the gratification of his public humiliation at the Old Bailey. I could not allow the insult to stand.’

‘Thank you. Naturally, I know where you stand on the matter, Bosie. And I’m grateful for your counsel, all of you. But I must tell you that in the latter part of the afternoon I visited Humphreys, my solicitor, and requested his advice, too.’

Robbie raised an eyebrow. ‘And what did he say?’

‘That speaking as a man of honour, he would do as you all suggest, bankrupting himself in the process if that’s what it took. But speaking as a pragmatist, with a wife and children who rely upon his affections, and a career that he would not wish to forsake, he would turn the other cheek and walk away. The courts of justice are not always well named, he told me. A man can walk in a victim but march out in chains.’

‘Then he’s a fool,’ said Bosie. ‘And you mustn’t listen to him. We’ve advised you well and we are your true friends.’

‘Perhaps. But just as I’ve listened to each of you, I’ve also listened to my own heart. Indeed, I’ve thought of little else since being handed that hateful missive earlier. Walking here, I guessed that you would all press me to sue. It’s true that society is aware of Queensberry’s enmity for me, but if I rise to his bait, do I sink to his level? Let him look foolish. Is the Haymarket not full for tonight’s performance of An Ideal Husband, despite the flapping penguin? Is the St James’s not turning people away from Earnest for a lack of seats? Are newspaper editors not asking me daily to compose columns on topics of my choice? Do I not have letters on my desk from publishers around the world requesting a poem or epigram?’ He hesitated now and his voice grew softer. ‘And are there not two little boys resting their heads upon goose-feather pillows not far from here, hoping their father might return home soon with a story to soothe them towards sleep? Should I risk depriving them of my love simply to pursue some absurd action? My answer is no.’

A silence descended upon the table as they each considered this.

‘That is well spoken,’ said Robbie at last. ‘And if that is your final decision, then of course I support you.’

‘As do I,’ added Sherard. ‘And you may be right. To sue might prove an error of judgement.’

‘My life has been filled with errors of judgement,’ concluded Oscar. ‘And I hope it will continue to be so. But, once in a while, good sense must prevail.’

Robbie reached into the centre of the table, ready to refill their glasses, when he was interrupted by the sound of a chair being pushed violently back as Bosie rose to his feet, his face enflamed with a frenzy more feverish than Oscar had ever seen before. For a moment, it seemed as if Queensberry himself was standing before them.

‘You are a coward,’ he hissed.

‘No, Bosie. I am a father, and I am a writer. And I should very much like to remain both.’

‘If you don’t change your mind, then I’ll break with you for ever, do you hear me? I will see you no more. I will visit you no more. You will be eternally deprived of my society. I will be but a memory to you and you a dead man to me.’

‘My darling boy,’ replied Oscar, trying to keep his tone as measured as possible. ‘Let us be honest with each other. The years since you came into my life have been filled with as much horror as joy. There have been moments when I thought I could not live without you, but many more when your presence has filled me with dread. You have lifted my spirits, only to break them again when you flew into one of your tempers. You have emptied my bank accounts with your profligate spending. You have abandoned me in moments of illness but celebrated with me in moments of success. In truth, it took all my strength to come here tonight to tell you my decision, because I feared that what you now threaten will come to pass and that something beautiful, or something that might have been beautiful had you allowed it to prosper, will collapse into ruin. But ruin it I must, this fatal friendship of ours, if it means that I save things that are even more precious to me than your love. You must do what you feel is right, but I must do the same. I will take no action against your father and am prepared to accept the consequences of that decision. If one of those is to be no longer considered an intimate of Lord Alfred Douglas, then so be it.’

He reached down and lifted the card, studying it for only a moment longer before ripping it into four pieces and crumpling the segments into a sphere. Then, placing it on the ball of his thumb, he flicked it into the air, sending it soaring above the table in a perfect arc, where it landed with a satisfying splash in the melting ice of the champagne bucket.

‘There,’ he said, quite satisfied. ‘It is done. That is how I choose to deal with the rantings of the Ninth Marquess of Queensberry.’

A perfect silence ensued and, eventually, Bosie rose from the table and made his way towards Oscar, breathing heavily, as if poised for violence, before continuing on without another word. A moment later, he was gone.

‘Was I right, do you think?’ asked Oscar, exhaling loudly in relief as he turned to Robbie.

‘Truly?’ he replied. ‘I don’t know. But if you were not fully confident of victory, then it would have been foolish to pursue the matter. Who knows how things might have turned out? The world has a habit of playing cruel tricks upon those with good intentions.’

‘Then I declare this ghastly melodrama to be over,’ said Oscar. ‘We shall talk no more of that terrible man and speak only of beautiful things.’

Looking around, he spotted the waiter watching from his vantage point by the wall.

‘Speaking of which,’ he said, before summoning him over. ‘My dear friends, this is Oliver—’

‘Saxon, Mr Wilde,’ he replied, rushing over.

‘Yes. Oliver Saxon. New to the employ of the Albemarle and eager to learn its ways. That will not be the only unpleasant scene you will witness here, young Oliver, should you remain in its employ. And do you know what you should do when such unpleasantness comes to an end?’

The boy considered it, biting his lip.

‘Bring more champagne, sir?’ he asked.

‘You are a quick study and shall doubtless rise to the top. Always, always, bring more champagne. Turning the other cheek is a thirsty business.’




CHAPTER 1

1896–1901


‘A fair slim boy not made for this world’s pain,

With hair of gold thick clustering round his ears,

And longing eyes half veiled by foolish tears

Like bluest water seen through mists of rain.’

– from Wasted Days



After the Funeral

Wednesday, 5th February 1896

Oscar had always believed that his mother would live for ever. Having been disavowed of this notion two days earlier, however, it crossed his mind that it might be worth commissioning a portrait to hang in his study to watch over him as he worked.

‘It’s a fine idea,’ agreed Constance when he suggested it. ‘How are things between you and James at the moment? Are you still trading insults or has one of you decided to stop behaving like a five-year-old?’

‘Officially, Mr Whistler and I remain estranged,’ replied Oscar. ‘Although, to his credit, he despatched a generous note of condolence this morning so I daresay we’ll meet soon, when we shall weep on each other’s shoulders and embrace like wartime confrères, pledging eternal fidelity.’

‘Until he says something you dislike, or you write something he dislikes, and hostilities break out afresh.’

‘We do seem to be rather like small, land-locked European nations in that way.’

‘Perhaps during the period of rapprochement, he could work on the painting?’ she said. ‘If he’s quick with his brushes, I mean, and doesn’t waste too much time preparing studies in advance.’

Oscar smiled, recognizing not for the first time how fortunate he had been to marry Constance, who seemed to be genuinely grieving the passing of her mother-in-law, despite the fact that Speranza had not always behaved entirely graciously towards her. The older woman, while grateful to have been given grandchildren, had revelled in questioning the intellectual capacity of the younger, and things had only worsened when his wife had published a collection of children’s stories his mother described as ‘mawkish and manipulative’, a remark that did not appear on any of the publicity material but did find its way back to Constance’s ears, leading to a cold spell between the women that lasted longer than a protracted winter in the Highlands.

He watched her now as she reclined in an armchair, clearly relieved that the busy days leading up to that morning’s funeral had come to an end. Using the toe of her right shoe, she kicked off her left, before reaching down to remove the other. Across the room, his brother Willie, overweight, heavily bearded, dark-eyed and malodorous, was pouring himself what appeared to be a quadruple brandy.

‘There’ll be little or no money,’ he grumbled, sinking into the settee with such force that the springs cried out in protest. His rough fingers ran along the fabric as if he was appraising its worth before positioning a cushion behind his back. ‘Whatever happened to our parents’ capital, do you think? It must have existed once. Father made lots of it. Doctors do, you know. People are always pretending to be ill. Especially the lower classes, trying to avoid a day’s work.’

‘They spent it,’ replied Oscar. ‘You of all people must understand how that works.’

‘Father had women, of course,’ said Willie, ignoring this comment as he turned to his sister-in-law.

‘I’m aware,’ she replied.

‘Plenty of women.’

‘Indeed.’

‘One never knew when some harlot would show up at the door looking to cause a ruckus. Remember Mary Travers, Oscar?’ he asked. ‘She sued, didn’t she? Only got a farthing for her troubles, though, God bless her. Hardly worth the trouble. Although Mama ended up paying her costs, which didn’t come cheap.’

‘Sir William certainly struggled with the concept of fidelity,’ admitted Oscar, who, from the moment of his father’s elevation to the Round Table, had been instructed to address him by his honorific, as if he were a member of the general public and not the man’s son. ‘And he squandered so much money on unsuitable people.’

‘While you fritter most of yours away on—’ Willie stopped himself quickly, although not soon enough to prevent Constance from sitting up with a furious expression on her face, almost daring him to complete the thought in the way he’d intended. ‘Frivolity,’ he offered at last, smothering the word in a cough as he found a term that referenced neither the renters of Piccadilly nor the young men who wandered in and out of Tite Street like tenants turned landlord. ‘As a good Catholic, I spend mine on the four Ws – wives, wine, whiskey and women – for that is how I was reared, and I refuse to dishonour our mother’s memory by forsaking any of them, especially not on this, the very saddest of days.’

‘Never trust a man with savings,’ replied Oscar. ‘A gentleman should always be in debt.’

‘Then you must be quite the gentleman’s gentleman,’ said Willie.

‘I don’t think you understand the meaning of that term. Although, while the very wealthy like to claim that money does not make one happy, it cannot be denied that it makes unhappiness more bearable.’

‘You wouldn’t like to be a man of fortune?’

‘I should rather be as I am.’

‘And are the two mutually exclusive?’

‘Of course. A gentleman lives like a king, despite not having two pennies to rub together. A rich man lives like a pauper, preferring to watch his assets increase.’

The brothers bickered back and forth for some time, and Constance sighed, praying that Willie might leave before moonrise. All the other mourners, including Sophie, Willie’s wife, had departed at a respectable hour, and while it was not unnatural that the trio might end such an evening in each other’s company, she hoped he would not remain on the premises for too long. Frankly, they couldn’t afford the alcohol.

‘We’ll have to do something about her library,’ said Oscar at last. ‘There’s the bound copies of her and Father’s work and a beautiful edition of Driftwood from Scandinavia that I’ve always coveted. Perhaps we could—’

‘Oh, you can have it all, if you like,’ said Willie, waving his hand in the air, and Oscar’s heart leaped, surprised by his brother’s generosity. ‘Just give me half of whatever you think they’re worth,’ he added a moment later.

Constance burst out laughing.

‘Oh, Willie,’ she said. ‘Don’t ever change.’

‘She’d want you to have some of her books, too,’ he added.

‘I doubt that.’

‘She loved you,’ he insisted, pointing a cigar in her direction.

‘No, she didn’t. She considered me an interloper in the Fingal O’Fflahertie Wills Wilde bloodline.’

‘Untrue.’

‘She said I lacked imagination.’

‘Nonsense. Only someone with a resourceful mind could have married Oscar.’

‘She called me fat.’

‘She told me she admired your willingness to donate your old dresses to the poor.’

‘Because I could no longer fit into them! She said I had more upholstery than a chair from Howard & Sons!’

‘But you’re far less expensive, my dear,’ said Oscar.

‘She thought of you as the daughter she never had,’ added Willie.

‘Stop lying or I’ll turn you out on to the street.’ She paused and racked her memory for a name from the past. ‘Anyway, you had a sister, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right,’ said Oscar quietly. ‘Isola.’

‘Yes. Isola.’

‘I meant a daughter that lived,’ said Willie, and Constance immediately regretted introducing the girl’s name to the conversation. The squabbling had been good-natured, but she’d spoiled it by admitting a ghost to the wake. As he leaned into the table to take a cigarette from the box, Oscar’s mind turned to the sweet girl he’d adored when they were children in Merrion Square. Her fetch had appeared in his room the previous night, something he hadn’t revealed either to his wife or brother, so it seemed ironic that her name should be raised now. She was only nine when she died, he only twelve, and he’d been devastated by her loss, his earliest understanding of mortality.

Upstairs, he could hear Cyril shouting at his younger brother and Vyvyan roaring back in protest, their need for exuberance understandable after a day of funereal restraint. The boys were ten and nine now, and his love for them was deeper than he’d ever imagined possible. Still, he would have liked a daughter, too, and regretted not having agreed to expand their family when more children were still a possibility. Boys were amusing, but a quick-witted girl, one with his humour and intellect, would have been a delight. He would have called her Ériu, he thought, after one of the Irish goddesses. A fair woman of the Tuatha Dé Danann.

‘The newspapers have been kind,’ he said after a time. ‘The memorialists, I mean. And – did I mention? – I had a charming note from the Prince of Wales. Thoughtful of him to remember me in my sorrow when there are so many women around London that he has not yet had the opportunity to mount.’

Constance remained silent. She had never revealed to her husband how Bertie had once invited her to visit him in St James’s Palace and appeared not so much offended as bewildered when she declined the invitation, citing marital devotion.

‘Of course I shall dedicate my next volume of poetry to her memory,’ he continued. ‘And you, Willie, can write a negative notice in Vanity Fair when it’s published, criticizing my style.’

Willie groaned, unwilling to rise to the bait – his caustic review of Lady Windermere’s Fan had proved a bone of contention between them for four years now, despite his continued insistence that he was not its author – and excused himself from the room, tipping the remainder of his brandy down his throat before leaving.

‘Are you all right, Oscar?’ asked Constance, moving over to sit next to her husband and taking his hand in her own.

‘I feel such a loss as I have never known,’ he replied with a sigh. ‘From the start, she influenced me in everything. My writing, my art, even in how I presented myself to the world. Sometimes we argued, but she was always my staunchest defender when calumnies were issued. She will live on through her work, though, will she not?’

‘Of course, but also through you and the children. They behaved well, didn’t they? I didn’t even need to pinch them – I’d brought a safety pin with me just in case one was needed – but they wept at all the right moments.’

‘Very wise. How fortunate we are to have them.’

Constance smiled and considered kissing him. A real kiss, not a kiss on the cheek, but her expression suggesting this, he retreated a little, not wishing for an intimacy of that sort.

‘I am blessed to have you as my life’s companion,’ he added, offering a compliment in place of an embrace. ‘I hope you feel the same way.’

‘I do,’ she said, although there were things that she wished were different. Matters that could never be spoken of publicly, not even within the intimacy of their private exchanges, and it saddened her that so many of her own needs went unfulfilled. The truth was, Oscar was not the only one whose eyes danced over the bodies of handsome men on the streets of London. Alone in bed at night, never knowing where her husband might be, or with whom, it was to some of those striking faces and attractive frames that she returned as her hand slipped beneath her nightdress. There had been an occasion a few months earlier when, returning home early from a weekend in the country, she’d arrived to find a boy of about eighteen of quite striking beauty leaving her house with what could only be called a swagger. He wore a newsboy’s cap on his head but removed it when he saw her, shaking out his shaggy brown hair and smiling like the cat that had feasted on the cream. She’d been captivated by him, not just because of how shameless he appeared at having been discovered, but for the sensuality that poured from his eyes and how his entire body emitted an unashamed aroma of sex. As he studied her, his tongue peeped out from his mouth, dancing slowly across his upper lip. Stepping forward, he read the expression on her face perfectly and whispered in her ear that he could return at another time if she wanted, or meet in some other place, and do to her what Oscar had done to him, and she had nearly fainted with desire before sending him on his way. Even now, as she thought of it, she felt lust build at the very core of her being and wondered whether Oscar, in his grief, might turn to her later. She would welcome him willingly. Oh, how she would welcome him! She was about to propose that he spend the night in her room when Willie, that tedious interloper, returned and she had no choice but to withdraw to her armchair.

‘There’s nothing quite so appalling as seeing a husband and wife canoodling in public,’ he remarked when he sat down, a glass in one hand, a bottle in the other.

‘We’re not in public,’ said Constance irritably. ‘We’re in our home, where we can behave as we see fit.’

‘Nevertheless. I make a point of never showing any physical affection to any of the women in my life, and we’re all the better for it.’

‘It’s no wonder that Miriam left you and Sophie has already gone home.’

Willie opened his mouth to offer a retort but, before he could, they were disturbed by the sound of the doorbell.

‘Oh, who can that be?’ asked Constance. ‘How inappropriate to call at such a time!’

‘Nancy will see them off,’ replied Oscar, but no, a moment later, the young maid entered the room, looking back and forth between her employers before saying, ‘A caller, Mrs Wilde.’

‘Who, Nancy? Can’t you send them away? We are in mourning and not at home to visitors.’

The girl, dark-haired and dark-eyed, still uncertain about her place in this household, seemed uncertain how to respond, but three faces were turned to her now. Looking at Oscar, she curtseyed twice before adding, in an apologetic tone, ‘It’s Mr Ross, sir.’

‘Robbie?’ asked Oscar. ‘But he left only an hour ago. What could bring him back so soon?’

Constance tried not to show her irritation. Of all of Oscar’s friends, it was true that she liked Robbie the most – he was kind and thoughtful and treated her with the respect her position demanded – but she hoped he hadn’t come back to invite her husband to smother his grief with a night on the town. It would be quite wrong to do so. A columnist would surely encounter him and the whole thing would be written about in the early editions.

‘He says it’s a matter of the gravest importance,’ continued Nancy as Willie looked her up and down. She was young and beautiful with an air of unexplored eroticism about her. ‘They’re the exact words he used, sir. “The gravest importance”.’

‘Very well,’ said Oscar, dragging himself to his feet before making his way towards the door, stopping only to place an affectionate kiss on his wife’s forehead.

‘You won’t be going out, Oscar, will you?’ she asked, hating herself when she heard the pleading tone in her voice. ‘Not this evening of all evenings.’

‘Of course not, my dear,’ he replied. ‘I’ll see what he wants and wish him goodnight.’

Stepping into the hallway, he discovered Robbie pacing back and forth, looking as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

‘Oscar,’ he said. ‘I feel terrible for intruding. It’s just—’

‘No apologies are necessary, my dear fellow,’ he replied. ‘Are you quite well? You look distressed. A brandy, perhaps, to settle your spirits?’

Robbie shook his head and looked around, as if to ensure they were not being overheard.

‘What is it?’ Oscar asked. ‘Tell me. What has happened?’

‘It’s the worst possible timing, I know,’ he replied. ‘But it’s Bosie.’

Oscar closed his eyes. The pair had not spoken in almost a year, since that night in the Albemarle when he had refused to become the catspaw in the younger man’s feud with his father. Bosie had made it clear then that their friendship was irretrievably broken and, much to everyone’s surprise, since he was not known for his steadfastness, had remained true to his word ever since. Oscar, too, had chosen not to contact him for a rapprochement, not because he didn’t miss him – he did – but because life had proved so much simpler without the boy around. He’d composed more than a dozen poems, written three acts of a new play and completed the French translation of Salomé, a task he had once entrusted to Bosie, that fiasco proving the catalyst for one of their most destructive arguments. Also, for the first time in several years, his accounts were in the black.

‘You’ve not come to tell me that he’s dead,’ he said, reaching out and taking Robbie painfully by the arm. ‘Please, anything but that.’

‘Better for him that he had died, I think,’ he replied, shaking his head. ‘Better for all of us, in fact.’

‘Then what is it?’ Oscar asked. ‘Quickly, man. Tell me. What’s happened?’

‘He’s been arrested,’ said Robbie. ‘On charges of gross indecency. He’s in Bow Street as we speak and, from what I’m told, the newspapers have hold of the story. The most appalling scandal is about to break.’

The Severed Head

Sunday, 9th February 1896

The woman walking towards him was carrying a severed head by the hair, its eyes bulging from their sockets, its tongue purple and grotesquely enlarged. Rough-hewn entrails hung from its neck while a viscous liquid that bore an uncanny resemblance to blood leaked on to the floor.

Bienvenue à Paris, muttered Oscar.

He’d arrived in France the previous evening, a journey he would have made a week earlier had it not been for Speranza’s death, only to discover the company in disarray due to a stand-off between his lead actress, Lina Munte – the bearer of the decapitation – André Gide, who had deputized for him in his absence, and Romain Coolus, a French writer whose play Raphaël was due to be performed in a double-bill with Salomé at the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre five days hence.

‘He’s impossible, Oscar – I can call you Oscar, yes?’ asked Lina when she arrived in the auditorium, resplendent in a bright scarlet cape and hat that would not have looked out of place on a member of the French nobility, avant la révolution. Until this very moment, the two had never met, but she addressed him as if they were old acquaintances, failing to introduce herself and speaking in such clipped phrases that he felt her mind must be constantly running three sentences ahead of her mouth. ‘Coolus – a narcissist, it’s true – and his play – well, his play – of course, it is a play, yes – a play of some merit – minor, perhaps – but who is this man? This Coolus? Who has heard of him? Did you see Le Ménage Brésile? Did anyone? Yes, I did – so take me to prison – but only because it was playing close by – at the Théâtre-Libre – and I live in the dixième – where are you staying? – no, don’t tell me – if it’s somewhere indecent I will only want to visit – and yes, I admit it – I spent some nights with this Coolus afterwards – only because he had a moustache and I am a fool for a man with a moustache – also friends spoke of him as a determined lover – determined, is this the right word? – I mean a lover who simply will not retire from the game until all parties are satisfied – and he insisted on calling me Madame throughout since I was, well, yes, a little older than him – did he mean this as an insult? Who can tell? Anyway, all of this was three years ago and I haven’t seen him since – until this week, that is – for there he is – look! over there! – behaving as if he is Molière himself, disentombed from Père Lachaise and granted une seconde vie – but it cannot stand – he wants your play – our play – to be performed first – because it is one act – and his – after – because it is three – and his a comedy – and yours – ours – a tragedy – but it is impossible. My audience – yours – will not stand for it. You are Oscar Wilde, after all – and who is he but Romain Coolus? No one – no one at all – although my friends were not incorrect in their assessment of his skills – au lit, I mean – no, it cannot stand – Lina Munte does not open for anyone – not as long as blood runs through her veins – André, speak to Oscar – tell him what has been taking place this last week – the sheer insult of it – I shall kill myself if I am forced to continue.’

Oscar stared at the actress, trying not to become too distracted by how she swung Iokanaan’s head around as she spoke, spattering each of them with flecks of fake gore. It wasn’t often that he allowed someone else to speak for such a lengthy period without interruption, but her monologue had been too entertaining to be called to an end. Now, when she finally paused for breath, he turned to Gide as the left eye of the truncated skull tumbled from its socket and rolled across the floor, stopping just shy of his left boot, its pupil staring up at him in an accusatory fashion.

‘Perhaps, Oscar,’ said André quietly, ‘we should take a seat and discuss Lina’s concerns.’ He took him by the arm to steer him towards the stalls. ‘And, ma chèrie, as you’re still not fully conversant with your lines, this might prove a good opportunity to study them, non?’

Lina shrugged, took a drag on a cigarette and blew the smoke directly into his face, before hissing a few phrases of Parisian outrage and marching off.

‘Good Lord,’ said Oscar, shaking his head as they sat down. ‘I didn’t realize that I was arriving into such a storm. I had heard that Mlle Munte was a woman of strong opinions, but I’d never imagined her to be quite so uninhibited.’

‘Oh, she’s positively feral. Now, before we begin, please allow me to offer my condolences on the loss of your dear mother. Of course, I never had the privilege of meeting her, but—’

‘You are most kind,’ said Oscar, interrupting him, for he’d grown exhausted over recent days by expressions of sympathy. ‘I console myself by recognizing that, like the Marquis de Sade, for whom she had a high regard, particularly in her attitude to parenting, she went to her reward at seventy-four years of age. I imagine them becoming lovers in the afterlife, taking turns to bend the other over a knee and administer a spanking.’ He was about to launch into a soliloquy on the strengths and weaknesses of that writer’s work but found that he lacked the energy. The combination of Speranza’s loss, Bosie’s arrest and a turbulent passage across the English Channel had left him in little mood for speechifying. ‘Also, thank you for looking after things here in my absence,’ he said instead.

‘Of course,’ replied Gide. ‘I was touched that you asked for my help.’

‘Well, I knew that I could trust you. I believe you are due my sympathies, too.’

‘Thank you. My dear maman died almost a year ago, but—’

‘Oh no,’ said Oscar, shaking his head. ‘No, you misunderstand me. It was not your orphanhood to which I was referring.’

‘Then what?’

‘I understand that you have taken a wife.’

Gide removed his spectacles and scratched the stubble on his cheeks, which he’d been trying to coax into a beard for some time.

‘I have,’ he admitted, his embarrassment mercifully hidden by the shadows thrown by the footlights.

‘Her name?’

‘Madeleine.’

‘You married a cake! And yet you remain so slim. You are obviously not dining off her moist sponge.’

‘I am not,’ he admitted.

‘Have you at least sampled it?’

‘I have … how shall I put this? … studied the ingredients.’

‘But the wedding breakfast remains untouched?’

‘So far.’

‘My dear fellow, you could make an effort. For propriety’s sake if nothing else. I at least produced two children with Constance.’

‘Yes, but you are different to me, I think. I’m not sure I could perform in the manner expected of a husband. Even the idea fills me with une certaine horreur.’

‘And your cake – or is she a biscuit? I’ve never quite known – does she await you in the marital home even as we speak, hoping you will eventually find your way towards her bedchamber? Perhaps she lies beneath virgin sheets, dreaming that her husband will take her with all the vigour of a priapic seventeen-year-old farm boy?’

‘It seems unlikely,’ he replied. ‘My wife has – how shall I put this? Other interests.’

‘My dear fellow, we all have other interests.’

‘I mean that she finds the phallus to be an instrument of revulsion.’

Oscar raised an eyebrow.

‘Are you implying that she is tribade? How interesting. Not illegal under British law, of course, simply because the English lack the imagination to believe that two women could enjoy relations with each other. The sainted Nurse Nightingale might feel differently, of course. I used to be baffled by lesbians but, quite honestly, I rather admire them now. They’re the only people who truly understand how ridiculous men are. But why did you marry when the woman lacks the two things of most value to you?’

‘Those being?’

‘Youth and a penis.’

‘A good question,’ he replied. ‘And I don’t know. It was a Tuesday, I was bored, and it was something to do.’

‘You couldn’t have just gone for a walk?’

‘In retrospect, that might have been the wiser choice.’

‘Then I assume she’s not pining for you any more than you are for her.’

‘Oh no. We rub along quite well, actually, and lend each other respectability. One might call it an arranged marriage.’

‘All marriages are arranged. Arranged with a view to making both parties miserable.’

‘She has a particular friend, and they spend most of their time together.’

‘And you? Do you have un petit garçon to keep you warm at night?’

Gide glanced around with a rather self-satisfied smile. The timing of the question could hardly have been more opportune as a boy of around fifteen, short of stature but flaunting a rather bullish air to compensate, strutted by carrying the silver platter on which Iokanaan’s head would be placed at the denouement of the drama. Oscar recognized the expression on his friend’s face.

‘My dear fellow,’ he said. ‘This is Paris, not Tangier. You don’t risk prosecution?’

‘Not at all. And where do you think I found him? I brought him back on my last visit.’

‘Still, he’s little more than a child.’

‘You’re not judging me, I hope?’

‘Well, no,’ said Oscar, a little reluctantly.

‘He has friends, if you’d like an introduction.’

‘Thank you, but I shall decline,’ said Oscar, imagining how he would feel if Cyril or Vyvyan were taken from their home to play the catamite to some stranger in a strange land. The idea did not sit well with him. ‘What’s his name, anyway?’

‘Aldéric.’

‘And you discovered him—’

‘On the street. Propped up against a wall wearing next to nothing. His parents were happy to let him go for a few rials. They may as well have tied a price tag to his toe.’

‘And you brought him here, to Paris, and gave him a position, responsibilities and an income. My friend, you are the very model of a late-nineteenth-century philanthropist.’

‘As it happens, he has an aptitude for the theatre. He’s already proving indispensable.’

‘I daresay. And yet you will dispense of him soon enough?’

‘Not for some time, no.’

‘He satisfies you, then.’

‘Very much. I’ve even composed a sequence of sonnets in his honour.’

‘But now, we should discuss the play,’ said Oscar, changing the subject quickly lest an invitation came to read them. He’d enjoyed Gide’s company since their first encounter, but there was nothing he dreaded more than a friend handing him unpublished work with an invitation to read it. Feigning enthusiasm was an exhausting task, even more so if it was merited. ‘Clearly, things have not been going well.’

‘No,’ he admitted. ‘But it’s the fault of the company. I commend you, Oscar. Salomé is a work of genius.’

‘My dear fellow, there are some things that go without saying. But naturally they are always the things that should be shouted loudest.’

‘The dance alone will provide the most exquisite scandal. I’ve never known you to dance so I was surprised by the detailed direction you sent me.’

‘That’s because I don’t. My dear wife, Constance, is the least complaining of women but she frequently reproaches me for my refusal to take to the floor with her. But dancing is absurd. It’s little more than walking at a strange pace around a room while holding on to someone else. The dance of the seven veils, however, is eroticism laced with murderous intent.’

‘It seems perverse that it must premiere here in France. Your Queen still refuses its performance on the London stage?’

‘The blame cannot be laid entirely at Her Majesty’s feet,’ said Oscar. ‘Poor, grieving Victoria finds herself too busy in the Highlands, pressing flowers, mourning her long-dead consort and riding as many gillies as she can, to interfere in the arts. No, it’s the Lord Chamberlain and this ridiculous decree banning the portrayal of Biblical characters on stage that stands in my way. Sarah Bernhardt herself applied to Lathom for a dispensation, but he was too busy combing parasites from his beard to respond. Have you seen it? Sheared from his chin, it could keep you and young Aldéric warm beneath its fleece throughout the winter months. The dictate is as foolish as it is antiquated.’

‘Fortunately, we French have no such concerns,’ replied Gide. ‘But this is the curse of being an English writer.’

‘An Irish writer,’ corrected Oscar.

‘Not until you disgrace yourself. But must you remain obedient? Can you not stand up to their idiotic directives?’

‘Sadly, no. Knowing that I could not survive more than a day in gaol, it would be foolish to place myself in the dock. Anyway, I wrote the play in French, so in some ways it feels appropriate that it should be performed here first. I shall have a triumph, the newspapers on both sides of the Channel will report upon it, and all of London will rise up as one, demanding its presentation. The Queen will throw off her widow’s weeds, take the royal train south and attend nightly, tears rolling down those fat, frosty cheeks.’

‘You will translate it, then?’

A pained expression crossed Oscar’s face. He had, in fact, been engaged in this very project over recent months, but the subject remained a sore point.

‘I’m sorry, that was unthinking of me,’ said Gide quickly, recognizing his blunder. ‘I had heard, of course, that—’

‘That Bosie translated it?’

‘Or attempted to.’

‘A singularly unsuccessful attempt.’

He turned his attention towards the stage for a moment, focusing on the young actor essaying the role of the Jew. Handsome, with a boyish air and dark, tousled hair, he seemed ripe for a seduction and Oscar looked forward to pursuing this opportunity before the evening was out.

‘It was the cause of one of our many fallings-out,’ admitted Oscar, recalling those horrible months and the angry letters they’d exchanged. ‘I offered him the commission in a moment of weakness – he was lying face down on my bed in Goring at the time, and how could I deny anything to those heroic buttocks? – but it was a mistake on my part. Bosie’s French is … well, how shall I put this? I recall some years ago, when we visited Toulouse together, I gave him a handful of francs to purchase tickets for a daytrip to Narbonne – I had a desire to see the old Roman bath houses there – and he said he couldn’t do it, that he only knew how to order tickets to Paris. That was as far as his language skills went.’

Gide burst out laughing. ‘That never happened,’ he said.

‘Of course not,’ replied Oscar. ‘But the best anecdotes are always pure inventions.’

‘Is it true—’ continued Gide, lowering his voice, and Oscar raised a hand to cut him off.

‘It is,’ he replied. ‘He was arrested only last week. The night I buried my mother, as it happens.’

‘For?’

‘Gross indecency is the charge. He was discovered in a hotel room, in bed with two boys. The sort of shameless behaviour that leads one either to prison or the Vatican. Of course, I have my suspicions that his father orchestrated the whole thing. The man is quite mad, and he’s only grown worse since the elder son, Francis, shot himself.’

‘I thought that was an accident?’

‘Do people generally hold shotguns beneath their chins when testing the trigger? I think not. So now Percy is heir to the title, but he’s trotted over to Australia with his plain-faced clergyman’s daughter of a wife and shows no interest in taking it on. Which only leaves Bosie. And Queensberry would rather the world came to an end than see the boy inherit.’

‘And Bosie? Have you seen him?’

‘No. I came directly to Paris after the funeral.’

‘Will you?’

Oscar considered it.

‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘It’s been almost a year since we spoke, and I dread to think of what he’s going through. If I can help him in any way, then I will. I’ve missed his friendship, despite everything. He caused me so much pain, but there was always something that drew me back to him, time and again. So, yes. Once Salomé has opened, I shall return to London and likely seek an audience with the Dauphin. Whether he listens to me or not will be another matter.’

Gide nodded, wanting to ask more, but they were interrupted by Lina returning to them now, still holding the severed head but throwing it at their feet in a fury.

‘This, Oscar,’ she said. ‘I cannot work with this – the moment of drama – the moment of horror – and how we shall present it – like a comedy – like one of Coolus’s farces – I cannot be on stage with this – the audience – they will explode with laughter – you must do something – André, you are still here? But what shall we do? Oscar, tell me – please – I must have a more realistic head – I have an idea – a brilliant one – but you must approve – tell me that you do – it is unconventional, yes – but it will draw an audience – it will be the talk of Paris – tell me – we must do it, yes?’

‘My dear lady,’ replied Oscar, standing up to retrieve the skull, which was not improved for having been dragged around the theatre all morning, swinging every which way, like a thurible at a Catholic funeral. ‘You are quite right, of course. It’s a monstrosity, and must be replaced. Pray, what is your idea?’

‘The morgue,’ she replied. ‘It is only – I don’t know – ten minutes’ walk from here – do you know how many paupers are found every day? – brought there – left unclaimed – buried in unmarked graves – you – André – your boy, I mean – he can go there each night – before the performance – cut off a head – bring it back to the theatre – and I can carry it on – it will create a sensation – a new head every night – is that not genius? It will be Salomé’s finest hour – come – shall we do it?’

Oscar was not often left speechless, but this proved to be one of those occasions. He could only speculate on what England’s Lord Chamberlain would make of such an idea.

The Trial of Lord Alfred Douglas

Monday, 4th May–Tuesday, 5th May 1896

Outside the Old Bailey, the first rays of sunshine began to break through the clouds, while a scrum of reporters gathered, eager to report upon the scandal. Seeing Oscar cross Bishop’s Court, they rushed towards him, begging for a quote. Dozens came into his head, each aimed at exposing the hypocrisy of the British Establishment, but he bit his lip, choosing to keep his remarks brief lest anything he said might prejudice the trial.

‘The charge is infamous,’ he declared as pencils scratched feverishly in notebooks. ‘Lord Alfred is the victim of a gross calumny, brought on by the fevered imagination of one so fuelled by loathing that the natural affection ’twixt father and son has been replaced by an all-consuming vendetta, originally aimed at myself but latterly towards his own child. As Abraham took Isaac to the mountains of Moriah to pierce the boy’s heart with his dagger, so has John Sholto Douglas hauled Lord Alfred here, to this common place, to offer him as a sacrifice to his degenerate god: hatred.’

The newspaper men cried out for more, but he dismissed them, entering the lobby, where he was immediately confronted by his would-be nemesis, standing by the door to the courtroom itself, an expression of pure revulsion on his face. Fearful of a scene, Oscar would have walked away had the older man not seen him and dared him with his eyes to approach, a challenge he could not rebuff.

‘Queensberry,’ he said. ‘You’ve aged terribly since I saw you last. Are you ill? I do hope it’s something serious.’

‘None of your mockery, Wilde,’ growled the Marquess in return, spittle flecking from his dribbling lips. ‘I only hope your sons never disgrace your good name in the way mine has my own.’

‘But you don’t have a good name,’ replied Oscar cheerfully. ‘You’ve dragged that once-celebrated moniker through the mud so often that it is soiled beyond repair. You worried that all of London was laughing at you behind your back. They never were, but now they can barely contain their mirth. They think you insane, do you realize that? And that you should be committed to an asylum. Look where you find yourself today, after all.’ He raised his cane and pointed it in the direction of the courtroom. ‘And for what? Do you feel no shame?’

‘I won’t be lectured on morals by a man such as yourself!’ shouted Queensberry, his narrow face growing red with rage. ‘You should be horsewhipped, sir! Dragged through the streets, sir! Hoisted on a—’

‘Yes, yes,’ sighed Oscar in exhaustion, waving a hand in the air as he moved past him. ‘All very dramatic. Your outrage is even duller than your conversation. You’re a bore, and there’s no worse way to describe a man than that.’

Continuing inside, he claimed one of the last remaining seats in the front row, looking around in the hope that he might see some familiar faces, but while most of the onlookers turned in his direction, recognizing him, it saddened him to see that of all Bosie’s erstwhile friends, he was the only one there to support him.

At the front of the court, however, one man sat with his head bowed over a set of papers, ignoring the hubbub, and Oscar stared at him. He and Edward Carson had first met decades earlier as children in County Waterford




	Carson:
	Miss Skanter, you say that you knocked on the door of the defendant’s room before entering?


	Miss Skanter:
	I did, sir. I always do.


	Carson:
	But no one answered?


	Miss Skanter:
	No, sir. I have a pass key but, before using it, I pressed my head to the door and called out.


	Carson:
	And what did you say?


	Miss Skanter:
	That I was from housekeeping and had come to service the gentleman.






	Miss Skanter:
	I think people have a very peculiar sense of humour in this courtroom, if I may say so.


	Carson:
	You may, Miss Skanter. And you have. But let us return to the matter at hand. You say that you called out and …?


	Miss Skanter:
	I said that I was there to service the gentleman’s room, sir.


	Carson:
	Of course.


	Miss Skanter:
	And when no one replied, I let myself in. It was gone eleven o’clock, after all.


	Carson:
	You were aware, then, that the room’s occupant was Lord Alfred Douglas?


	Miss Skanter:
	No, sir. Not until afterwards, when it was brought to my attention.


	Carson:
	But you were familiar with him?


	Miss Skanter:
	Oh yes, sir. He was one of our regulars. I’d seen him on any number of occasions.


	Carson:
	Did he always stay at the hotel alone?


	Miss Skanter:
	No, sir. Never, sir.


	Carson:
	Who would stay with him?


	Miss Skanter:
	One of his young gentleman friends, sir.


	Carson:
	And they would always pass the night there?


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir.


	Carson:
	I see. Now, can you tell the gentlemen of the jury what you saw when you first entered the room?


	Miss Skanter:
	It was quite a sight, but I’m accustomed to that, and I don’t complain. It’s not in my nature, you see. Clothes everywhere, strewn all over the floor, higgledy-piggledy. And who’s to pick all this mess up? I thought. Muggins, that’s who.


	Carson:
	Yes, but outside of the clothes—


	Miss Skanter:
	There were quite a few bottles of champagne, too, sir. All empty. Left on the carpet, where anyone could tread on them. Glasses, too. And they don’t come cheap. None broken, thankfully.


	Carson:
	It sounds as if quite the party had taken place there the night before.


	Miss Skanter:
	Which isn’t permitted, sir. We don’t allow things like that at the Grosvenor. That sort of thing would be more in the line of those new hotels by the train stations. Charing Cross, and what have you. From what I understand, all sorts goes on there.


	Carson:
	Indeed. Now, Miss Skanter, cast your mind back, if you will. You have entered the room to find it in a state of some disarray. Can you turn your attention to the people you discovered there.


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir. Although … if I may, sir, it’s rather delicate.


	Carson:
	I understand, but the jury needs to be able to picture the scene accurately, so please describe things exactly as you recall them. Did you see Lord Alfred, for example?


	Miss Skanter:
	I did, sir.


	Carson:
	And did he greet you?


	Miss Skanter:
	Oh no, sir. He was still asleep.


	Carson:
	And what state did you discover him in?


	Miss Skanter:
	I beg your pardon, sir?


	Carson:
	Can you describe his appearance?


	Miss Skanter:
	Well, sir. I don’t mean to be indelicate, but he was lying on top of the bed, and the sheets had been thrown off in the night. And he was … well, he was in the altogether, sir.


	Carson:
	(removing his glasses and looking directly at her) The altogether?


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir. His birthday suit. Naked as a jaybird.


	Carson:
	I see.


	Miss Skanter:
	Wearing only a smile, as they say.


	Carson:
	Yes, thank you, Miss Skanter. I think we understand. That must have been very distressing for you.


	Miss Skanter:
	(considering this) Well, I won’t lie, sir. I’ve seen worse.






	Carson:
	Now, Miss Skanter. You mentioned that Lord Alfred was asleep.


	Miss Skanter:
	I did, sir.


	Carson:
	Was he alone?


	Miss Skanter:
	No, sir.


	Carson:
	Who was with him?


	Miss Skanter:
	Well, there were a pair of them, sir.


	Carson:
	A pair of what?


	Miss Skanter:
	A pair of boys. Young lads, they were. No older than my brother.


	Carson:
	And where were they sleeping? On a sofa, perhaps? Or on the floor?


	Miss Skanter:
	Oh no, sir, they were lying on either side of him.


	Carson:
	On the bed?


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir.


	Carson:
	And their attire?


	Miss Skanter:
	I beg your pardon, sir?


	Carson:
	Were they also naked, Miss Skanter?


	Miss Skanter:
	Not a stitch between the pair of them.


	Carson:
	So the scene you are describing shows three men – or rather, a man and two boys – lying on a bed together, asleep and naked.


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir. And there was more to it than that.


	Carson:
	(uncertainly) Oh?


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir.


	Carson:
	What more?


	Miss Skanter:
	I’m not sure I should say, sir, but it might be of benefit for the jury to hear it.






	Miss Skanter:
	(offering a curtsey) Yes, my lord judgeship, Your Honour, sir. The thing about the three of them is that … well, they were …


	Carson:
	They were what, Miss Skanter?


	Miss Skanter:
	They were poised for action, sir.


	Carson:
	I beg your pardon?


	Miss Skanter:
	Proving themselves to be upstanding citizens.


	Carson:
	I’m afraid I don’t quite—


	Miss Skanter:
	Presenting themselves as ready, willing and—


	Carson:
	Ah, I see. All right, Miss Skanter, I don’t think you need to be any more descriptive. I think the court understands your meaning.


	Miss Skanter:
	The one on the right, well, he could have taken someone’s eye out with that thing.


	Carson:
	Thank you, Miss Skanter.


	Miss Skanter:
	The one on the left, not so much. But it takes all sorts.






	Carson:
	That must have been a distressing sight for a young, unmarried woman such as yourself.


	Miss Skanter:
	(shrugging, but remaining silent)


	Carson:
	And did you waken the three men?


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir.


	Carson:
	Immediately?


	Miss Skanter:
	No, not quite immediately.


	Carson:
	Why did you hesitate?


	Miss Skanter:
	Well, the sight before me was so shocking that I wanted to be sure I wasn’t imagining things. So I walked around both sides of the bed and studied each of them up and down carefully. Just to be certain, you know how it is. And it was while I was studying the boy on the right that Lord Alfred roused himself.


	Carson:
	And what did he do?


	Miss Skanter:
	He sat up, sir, and ran a hand through his hair, looking around as if he wasn’t entirely sure what was going on.


	Carson:
	And did he say anything?


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes, sir.


	Carson:
	What did he say?


	Miss Skanter:
	He asked whether I might bring him a cup of tea.


	Carson:
	And did you?


	Miss Skanter:
	No, sir.


	Carson:
	What did you do?


	Miss Skanter:
	I made my way back downstairs, found the manager, Mr Hastings, and told him what I’d seen.


	Carson:
	And he contacted the police?


	Miss Skanter:
	Not immediately, sir, no.


	Carson:
	Why not?


	Miss Skanter:
	Well, Mr Hastings is known to be a great admirer of young men, sir. He’s always particularly friendly with them when they come to stay. So, upon hearing what I’d witnessed, he hightailed it upstairs himself. Just to be sure I hadn’t made it all up.


	Carson:
	I see.


	Miss Skanter:
	He was up there for quite some time, I might add.


	Carson:
	Well, I think that’s neither here nor there.


	Miss Skanter:
	A good fifteen minutes.


	Carson:
	But he reappeared eventually?


	Miss Skanter:
	Yes. Looking quite red in the face. From the shame of it all, I suppose. That’s when he sent a girl out to wave down a constable, and one arrived within a few minutes, and they all went upstairs together.


	Carson:
	But you didn’t join them?


	Miss Skanter:
	No, sir. I’d seen quite enough for one day, thank you very much.






	Clarke:
	Lord Alfred, you heard the testimony of the chambermaid, Miss Elsie Skanter, in this courtroom yesterday?


	Lord Alfred:
	I did, sir.


	Clarke:
	And do you contest it?


	Lord Alfred:
	I contest many aspects of it. However, I acknowledge that the young men, Mr Tatler and Mr Smalley, slept in my hotel room that evening, as friends often do. As I have done myself on many occasions at the homes of others.


	Clarke:
	And what led the two men to stay on that particular night?


	Lord Alfred:
	It’s quite a simple matter, really. Mr Tatler and Mr Smalley, old friends and fine fellows both, had joined me that evening to attend the theatre.


	Clarke:
	Indeed. Can you tell us what you saw?


	Lord Alfred:
	We visited the St James’s for a performance of The Importance of Being Earnest by Mr Oscar Wilde.






	Clarke:
	I see. And afterwards?


	Lord Alfred:
	Well, we did as young men do. We went for supper – if memory serves, at the Ritz – and perhaps imbibed a little too much champagne. Also as young men do. My friends were far from home, so it was a matter of simple courtesy on my part that I invited them to pass the night. The beds at the Grosvenor are known to be the largest in London, which makes them perfectly suitable to accommodate several sleepers.


	Clarke:
	So you invited Mr Tatler and Mr Smalley to share your bed? Does that not seem rather odd to you?


	Lord Alfred:
	Well, I could hardly ask them to sleep on the floor, could I? They are not Japanese. But they did not sleep in the bed, as you suggest, they slept on the bed. A crucial difference. One must remember that the practice of communal sleeping, while currently out of fashion, was once a simple fact of life. I believe it was Richard the Lionheart, some time in the twelfth century, who formed a friendship with King Philip of France, and, whenever they met, the two monarchs would dine and celebrate together, then share a bed afterwards. And no one thought it strange at all.


	Clarke:
	I see. So you were simply following an ancient practice?


	Lord Alfred:
	Quite so. And wasn’t it Pepys, in his diaries, who wrote of ‘lying very well and merrily’ alongside an acquaintance from the Royal Society? While we’re on the subject, I believe I’m right in saying that Queen Elizabeth never spent a night alone in her life but always invited one of her ladies to join her. History also records that two of the Founding Fathers of the United States, President Adams and Benjamin Franklin, found themselves falling out over the issue of an open window when they, too, shared a bed. I’m even told that our honourable judge, Mr Justice Wills, is a keen Alpine mountaineer and must therefore be no stranger to sharing a tent with his fellows.


	Justice Wills:
	Lord Alfred, my extracurricular pastimes are of no relevance to this case.


	Lord Alfred:
	I’m simply saying, Your Honour, that you hardly employ separate tents for each person while ascending the peaks. It would be quite foolish to do so. The warmth of each other’s bodies, after all, would surely prove advantageous in such a cold and unforgiving environment. When you’re snuggling up to each other in the small hours, I mean.


	Justice Wills:
	Sir Edward, I entreat you to move on.






	Carson:
	If I may, my Lord?






	Carson:
	Lord Alfred, you are asking us to acknowledge your reasons for sharing a bed based on historical precedent. It seems a curious notion to me, and not one that I would care to indulge in myself, but let us say for a moment that we were to accept this argument. Why would it be necessary for you and your two companions to sleep – if the court will forgive me – naked? Does this not sound like a most irregular practice?






	Lord Alfred:
	Are you a religious man, Mr Carson?


	Carson:
	I am.


	Lord Alfred:
	You put your faith in the Gospels?


	Carson:
	I do.


	Lord Alfred:
	And do you also consider yourself to be a man of culture?


	Carson:
	I should like to think so, yes.


	Lord Alfred:
	Then you will doubtless be aware of the Journey of the Magi, the Three Wise Men who followed a star to Bethlehem, where they gave gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh to the Christ child.


	Carson:
	Lord Alfred, I fail to see what any of this has to do with—


	Lord Alfred:
	You’ve seen paintings of the Magi, I assume? Psalters, for example? Or images recorded in stained glass?


	Carson:
	Of course.


	Lord Alfred:
	And is there anything that strikes you as particularly interesting about those representations?


	Carson:
	Nothing out of the ordinary, no, but I daresay you are about to enlighten me.


	Lord Alfred:
	I am. In every representation of the Magi, where they are seen at rest – in every single one – they are depicted sharing a bed. Consider the stained-glass window of Canterbury Cathedral, for example.


	Carson:
	But we’ve already discussed that and moved on to—


	Lord Alfred:
	And in these, they are always depicted, without exception, as being naked. Study the Queen Mary Psalter if you don’t believe me. You’ll find it in the British Library, not two miles from here.


	Carson:
	Lord Alfred, are you seriously comparing a sixteen- and seventeen-year-old boy, and your good self, to the three Biblical kings?


	Lord Alfred:
	Not at all, Mr Carson. I am simply wondering whether, if the Magi were here in London today, you would have found something untoward in how they spent their nights while travelling from the East towards the stable where Our Lord was born. Perhaps you would have had them arrested and the baby Jesus could have come into this world without appropriate honours? You say you are a religious man; I call that a strange sort of religion. You say you are a cultured man; I call that a curious degree of culture. However, the law must do what it must do. But if I am to be condemned for doing only as the Three Wise Men did before me, then all of England, at least all those who hold the Gospels as close to their hearts as I do, should see how the Crown views significant figures from the Bible. Her Majesty herself, as Defender of the Faith, might look upon that askance. I, at least, could console myself that I was in the very best of scriptural company. Just as I was that night. With Mr Tatler and Mr Smalley. In Room 18 of the Grosvenor Hotel.







	Clarke:
	I think you’ve explained your actions quite well, Lord Alfred, and perhaps at some point in the future, this court, and the legal system in general, might think it appropriate to offer you an apology for the vile implications they pursued. I daresay you can understand, however, the inference that Miss Skanter took when she entered your room.


	Lord Alfred:
	I understand it just as much as I am repulsed by it. I wonder how any civilized person can imagine such degenerate behaviour. But then, I understood from her accent that she hails from Newcastle. So, you know, there’s that.


	Clarke:
	To be clear, and for the benefit of the jury so there is no further confusion: no lewd activity took place that night, or any night, between you and your bedfellows?


	Lord Alfred:
	None whatsoever. You have my word as a gentleman.


	Clarke:
	Thank you. Then I hope we can leave this whole wretched business behind us.







	Carson:
	Lord Alfred, do you know a man named Roger Hartnell? I apologize. I used the word ‘man’ rather loosely there. Do you know a boy named Roger Hartnell?






	Lord Alfred:
	Could you repeat the name, sir?


	Carson:
	Roger Hartnell.


	Lord Alfred:
	I’m vaguely familiar with the fellow, yes.


	Carson:
	Can you tell us who he is?


	Lord Alfred:
	I believe he’s one of my father’s footmen.


	Carson:
	And how old is Mr Hartnell? Or Master Hartnell, I should say.


	Lord Alfred:
	I couldn’t begin to guess. I’m not in the habit of asking for biographical details from servants.


	Carson:
	Would it surprise you to learn that he is fifteen?


	Lord Alfred:
	I would find it neither surprising nor predictable. It’s a matter of complete indifference to me.


	Carson:
	And what of Enrique Garrido, late of Tijuana, Mexico, and now settled here in London?


	Lord Alfred:
	There might be someone of that name employed as a waiter at Verrey’s.


	Carson:
	And his age?


	Lord Alfred:
	Again, Mr Carson, I don’t—


	Carson:
	He’s eighteen. Positively geriatric in comparison to some of your other friends. Jack Holliday, age sixteen. Max Devon, seventeen. Louis Lampton, sixteen. Alexander Moff, fifteen. Peter Crabtree, seventeen. These are just some of the names of boys who have been companions of yours in recent times, isn’t that right?


	Lord Alfred:
	I may have passed time with some of them, yes.


	Carson:
	Did you pay any of these boys? By the hour, as they say?


	Lord Alfred:
	Certainly not! The idea is abhorrent.


	Carson:
	So they were with you purely for the pleasure of your company?


	Lord Alfred:
	I have it on good authority that my company is rather agreeable.


	Carson:
	So if I were to call each one to the stand, they would testify to the fact that money never exchanged hands between you as payment for unnatural practices?






	Lord Alfred:
	Not having the gift of foresight, I couldn’t possibly suggest what any of them might testify to.


	Carson:
	Then let me ask you a very simple question, Lord Alfred. Have you enjoyed carnal relations with any of these boys?


	Lord Alfred:
	Enjoyed? Endured might be the better word, Mr Carson. Sadly, they were not always as compliant as one might have hoped.






	Carson:
	I beg your pardon? Endured, you say? So, you admit to committing lewd acts with these boys but not always enjoying them because they were not ‘compliant’?


	Lord Alfred:
	I’m afraid that was a rather poor attempt at humour on my part, Mr Carson. Badly timed and ill judged.


	Carson:
	Nevertheless, you said it, Lord Alfred. You admit to committing acts of sodomy with these boys and others, contrary to Her Majesty’s peace, do you not? And you paid them for their services. You can’t deny it, can you?


	Lord Alfred:
	I can, Mr Carson, and I do.


	Carson:
	You never paid Roger Hartnell for sex?


	Lord Alfred:
	Never.


	Carson:
	Or Enrique Garrido?


	Lord Alfred:
	No.


	Carson:
	Or Jack Holliday?


	Lord Alfred:
	If anything, he should have paid me. The boy stank of the stables, and not in a good way.






	Carson:
	And is that the only reason you did not pay for sex with Jack Holliday, Lord Alfred? Because he smelled of good honest work rather than the expensive perfume of the aristocracy?


	Lord Alfred:
	No, that’s not what I meant at all. It was another—


	Carson:
	Another attempt at humour. Of course it was. I put it to you that either you are not taking this case very seriously or, between your multitudinous lies, tiny morsels of truth occasionally slip out. I trust, however, that the gentlemen of the jury will recognize that and see that there’s little to be gained by continuing to question you on matters that we all know to be despicable. My Lord, that is all I have for the defendant. The Crown rests in the hope that this case might come to a speedy conclusion, and each of us can clear these vile images from our minds.






	Mr Justice Wills:
	Lord Alfred Douglas. The crime of which you have been convicted is so bad that one has to put stern restraint upon one’s self to prevent one’s self from describing, in language which I would rather not use, the sentiments which must rise to the breast of every man of honour who has heard the details of this trial. That the jury has arrived at a correct verdict in this case I cannot persuade myself to entertain the shadow of a doubt; and I hope, at all events, that those who sometimes imagine that a judge is half-hearted in the cause of decency and morality because he takes care no prejudice shall enter into the case may see that that is consistent at least with the common sense of indignation of the horrible charges brought home to you. It is no use for me to address you. People who can do these things must be dead to all sense of shame, and one cannot hope to produce any effect upon them. It is the worst case I have ever tried. That you, Lord Alfred, have been the centre of a circle of extensive corruption of the most hideous kind among young men, it is equally impossible to doubt. I shall, under such circumstances, be expected to pass the severest sentence that the law allows. In my judgement it is totally inadequate for such a case as this. The sentence of the court is that you be imprisoned and kept to hard labour for two years.






The Undead

Wednesday, 17th November 1896











































































































































































































De Profundis

Written on Sunday, 7th February 1897

Delivered to Oscar Wilde, via Robbie Ross, Thursday, 6th January 1898
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Hôtel d’Alsace
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