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The date will forever be burned into my memory.

October 17th, 1984.

It is the day... and the night of that same day ...in which an existence that had become joyously carefree - with the finality of my divorce after eight growingly miserable years of a childless marriage, and the unexpected legacy I received not days from the final notices having been delivered – became...

Something... 

Quite different.

I suppose you’re asking what kind of a man is it who could be so lighthearted after the death of a marriage in which, surely, there must have been love at some point?

A question only those who haven’t experienced or escaped a union gone bad could ask.

Yes, love had been present in the beginning, on both sides without doubt. But the passing years of close contact, and all the worldly pressures placed upon couples in domesticity, had played had played their part in underlying our fundamental differences of character. Rather than deepening and broadening those first feeling of lust, empathy, and optimism with which we had begun our journey as a wedded couple.

Coincidentally enough, the growingly extended and many times vicious fights and disagreements we had were pretty much all to do with money.

Or, to be more precise, its absence.

That and what she described as my, “overbearing and dinosaur attitudes towards male/female relationships”. 

My wife, you see – her name was Tricia, for those of you who value such irrelevant knowledge – was not what you’d call... prudent ...in any way, shape, or form, when it came to household economy.

Or economy of any sort, come to that; financial or physical.

Except, in respect of the physical in regard of me in the later part of our union.

But, if she had no problem when it came to the spending of the money I fetched in from my HEO salary at the Ministry for Overseas Development, then she had even less of a problem bemoaning the inability of my hard-earned cash to keep her in a manner to which her Camberwell council-estate background, and poor but hard-working parents, had never accustomed her.

So, given that she had managed to keep the erotic body shape and inherent flirty-ness that had drawn the muggins writing this to her in the first place, it came as no surprise – even if I can’t deny my ego took something of a hit – to discover she had gotten involved with a married neighbour. A none-too-inspiring advert for the male sex whose inadequacies served only to place my own failure as a husband in even more stark relief. A none-too-inspiring man, however, with whom she was willing to do the down and dirty in return for his wining and dining her on those occasions when work took me from home and his own, somewhat combative, wife could be persuaded to allow him from her sight.

That “combativeness” not helping Tricia any when the cheated upon wife discovered her husband’s infidelity and took one of his Spalding Top Flite blades – I believe it was the five-iron – and put some serious harm on them both after returning unexpectedly early from a day’s shopping and discovering the two of them in the bed whose sheets she had only changed for fresh that very morning.

The rest, as they say, is marital history; but, to go back to my earlier “coincidentally”, the wife did not kick her husband through the door and he had never the slightest intention of leaving her anyway. Which meant that my wife, having received very little from our divorce after having blown her way through most of the money that had been mine to begin with anyway, was forced to go back to her parents and take up that exact same existence she had known before hooking old muggins. A muggins who, as mentioned above, received a most substantial and welcome legacy that made him financially independent, if not a mover and shaker, not three weeks after the divorce was final.

A happy development I lost no time informing her of the next time I saw her in one of our old watering-holes with the latest in a line of likely cash-cows she was trying to cultivate with her still, highly shag-worthy, body and let-me-suck-your-dick lips.

My perfect grooming and expensive clothing leaving her in no doubt that she had, as I gleefully told her, “fucked herself off the train a few stops too early”.

“Tough shit!” I remember thinking with the great pleasure that was schadenfreude, as I strolled from the bar with the glamorous and expensive escort I’d contracted for no other purpose than to let my spendthrift and lazy ex-wife just what she’d fucked away.

Well... perhaps with one other purpose in mind also.

And a second purpose that proved to be one of the more spectacular couplings this writer had ever experienced.

And, once she had agreed to spend the evening in the bedroom of his newly acquired London town-house, experienced three times!

Whatever. 

“Two stops too early” had, as aforementioned, fucked herself.

Which brings me back to the moment.  

October 19th, 1984.

The family home that had been bequeathed to me stood in a leafy square at the back of Knightsbridge. Left me by an uncle I had never met and never would. The estranged brother of my late and adored mother, Elise. My father having departed this cliched vale of tears not a year later to leave me, an only child with one uncle with whom I had no contact and nil in the way of cousins. An unmet uncle who, just the same, had stated in his final will and testament that his estate should go to the last, or at least the oldest, Bendix of this particular strand to be found living upon his own death. 

Enter yours truly.

That estate consisting of a rather upmarket four-storey in Montpelier Square, a hop and a skip from Harrod’s itself, and accompanied by a yearly annuity that not only met my financial needs but went way beyond them.

My mother having fallen out with my uncle after the death of her own father and some vague recriminations in regard of his treatment of my grandfather, there had been nothing in the way of contact between the two surviving branches of the Bendix family. The only scant information coming my way being a description of uncle Clement as a misogynist whose distrust and distaste for women had left him both lonely and childless.

Not to mention, if he were cursed with the usual male urges, at the mercy of his own hand.

There were certain snippets of conversation I overheard between my mother and father that seemed to hint at some family disgrace in the past – a disgrace, apart from the shame of his having taken his own life, and from the small pieces I could gather, that involved uncle Clement’s grandfather, who had passed away not two days on from the sinking of the Titanic in 1912. But, as to the exact nature of our antecedent’s fall from grace, no details ever made themselves forthcoming. And neither my mother nor, especially, my father, were of the kind who shared such intimate details with a son.

Though I was at least aware that my great-grandfather, along with his love of science and the logic underpinning it, had once fancied himself as something of a writer in the vein of a Le Fanu or Stoker.

Even if, from the snippets I had overheard, his love of logic and science prevented him being totally committed to his second passion.   

And so it was, financially equipped for a new life without a cheating and faithless wife, that I settled in to my existence in the pricey and fashionable surroundings of London’s Knightsbridge.

And loved every waking second of it.

Through no talent or gift of my own, I told myself I had been led to what was my destiny in life.

And had no idea how absolutely I was on the money.

Gone were the constant worries of bills and wifely demands – when she could bring herself to divert her attention from the cock of our worryingly, for me, unremarkable and physically unimpressive neighbour, that is. 

All such concerns missing now, together with my unhappy tenure in a boring and very junior government post. 

Worries of such a kind replaced by the happy reality of having money enough to be my own man and never having to be troubled about such prosaic but enervating trifles again.

Which brings me back, again, to this date.

October 19th, 1984.

Almost ten months into my new domicile and, for reasons still not plain to me, suddenly curious about the attic at the top of the house that had not interested me in the slightest until now.

Interest that was spiked, perhaps – along with a certain absence of purpose on that particular day - by my finding of the key to it at the back of a utensil-drawer in the kitchen that – not being a stickler for housework and too cheap to pay for help – I had only found earlier in the day.

A finding that, though I could not possibly have been expected to realise it, was about to shed light on my great-grandfather’s disgrace.

And, in doing so, bring a latter-day version of it down upon my own head.

Alone in that attic for the first time, it was obvious it had not been visited for many years, possibly from since my great-grandfather’s time and throughout my uncle’s habitation of the house and his father before him. 

Something I found strange but not unduly disturbing.

It was, as you may imagine, a veritable treasure trove for arachnophobe’s and those curious souls who find the study of dust mites irresistible.

Only after much dusting and attendant coughing did I have a Panama-chair serviceable for habitation under the low and flickering light that brought into relief the books and scientific papers, curios and memorabilia, that had once belonged to my mother’s father’s father.

I was also cursing myself for no having fetched up a glass of something with me as I felt my throat tighten up in the atmosphere of a room for too long enclosed.

Eventually, once the dust had settled and I could breathe at least relatively clean air once again, I took up the journal that had resided there unopened since, I suspected, its owner had made his last entry in it as late as 1912.

And will spend the rest of my fucking life wishing I hadn’t. 

It was titled:

“The Journal of Daniel Bendix”.

And it was about to destroy forever my new and much-loved life...
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...My friend, Theo Millbank, had lived without fanfare for the past fourteen years in Paris. The house of his choice in the Avenue Gabriel being a smallish, single-storey, dwelling in the 8th Arrondissement and little more than a skip and a hop from the Champs-Élysées and the Arc de Triomphe itself. Dwarfed by the more substantial dwellings either side of it, I always fancied that it had been there long before the avenue was constructed and that all else had sprung up around it without any effect, good or bad, upon their less palatial antecedent. The grey tiles were stained with lichens that bespoke of its longevity and the walls were likewise mildewed and discoloured with the evidence of its provenance.

Of course, when I describe it as being “smallish”, my use of the word must be taken in context with the buildings surrounding it. For, though it looked a small house from the street, it deepened upon entry, and through a long and wide corridor with rooms leading off of it, into a single long chamber at the back. A chamber that was spacious enough for Millbank too house that singular library of occult literature and the accompanying curiosities which served him as a hobby.

As well as an amusement for his, mainly, less than credulous friends. 

A wealthy man of refined and eccentric tastes, he had spent much of his life and a good deal of his fortune in gathering together what was said to be a unique private collection of Talmudic, cabalistic, and magical works, many of them of great rarity and value. His tastes leaned toward the marvellous and the monstrous, and I have heard that his experiments in the direction of the unknown have passed all the bounds of civilization and of decorum. There was also a large element of the erotic comprising his collection, but to his English friends he never alluded to such matters and, in regard of the less... sensational ...bulk of that collection, took the tone of the obsessed dilettante only too ready to speak at length – and at the drop of a hat - on such things as the worst excesses of the black mass and other occult instances of terror to be found in the books lining the shelves of his dark museum.

Millbank's somewhat corpulent appearance was enough to show that his deep interest in these psychic – and erotic - matters was intellectual rather than spiritual. There was no trace of asceticism in the heavy jowls giving his face the kind of look one might expect to see on a neglected jelly at a child’s party as it fought a losing battle to defy gravity. However, there was much mental force in the huge and dome-like skull which curved upward from amongst his thinning locks, like a snowy-massif peaking above a fringe of fir trees. 

His knowledge, most agreed, was greater than his wisdom and his powers by far superior to his character. The small bright eyes, buried deeply in his fleshy face, twinkled with intelligence and an unabated curiosity of life. But, most also agreed, they were the eyes of a sensualist and an egotist. 

He was also...

No. 

Enough of the man himself.

He is dead now, poor devil - though my compassion for him, given the nature of our acquaintance, is necessarily restrained.

And dead at the very time that he had convinced himself that he had at last discovered his... freedom.

Albeit at the expense of another’s, and a freedom his guilt would ensure remained... troubled. 

No.

For it is not with his complex, curious, and ultimately, terrified and duplicitous, character that I have to deal, but with the very strange and inexplicable events which had its rise in my visit to him in the early spring of the year 1892 and saw my own life take on a living...

Forgive me. I rush when I should be considered. Though I feel you, whoever you may turn out to be, will forgive me my impatience as my story unfolds. Such, at least, is my hope.

I had known Millbank in England, where my researches in the Assyrian Room of the British Museum had been conducted at the same time he was endeavouring to establish a mystic and esoteric meaning in the Babylonian tablets. A community of similar interests that had brought us together as chance remarks led to daily conversation and then to something verging upon friendship. No surprise, then, that I had promised upon next visit to Paris I would call upon him – a visit I had duly made while renting a cottage at Fontainebleau and, as the evening trains were inconvenient, accepted his offer of accommodation when he asked me to spend the night in his house.

At this time, I myself, being Daniel Bendix, had reached the unhappy age of forty-three. I say unhappy because only the year before I had lost my much-loved bride of sixteen years to the consumption all too common to that eclectic breed of self-described stoics who describe themselves “Londoners”. The loss of my beloved Ginny depriving our son, Samuel, of a loving mother also and explaining why he was, at the time of my visit to Millbank, in the care of my childless sister Esther and her husband Ted at their home in Windsor – my grief, I am more than a little shamed to say, having instilled in me a certain selfishness that did not cater for the needs of a motherless eight-year-old boy.

Hence my flinging of myself into my researches and other interests that I might be, somehow, distracted from my loss.

And explaining my willingness to take up Millbank’s offer to visit with him for an evening.  

"I have only that one spare couch," said he, pointing to a broad sofa in his large salon; "I hope that you will manage to be comfortable there. The other rooms I would use to entertain a guest are, I am afraid, full to the rafters with those books and curios the claim upon space ensures I am unable to display here."

I had nodded my understanding with a smile, though it was indeed, and beyond a doubt, a singular bedroom for a guest, with its high walls of brown and well-thumbed volumes. But, for all that, there could be no more agreeable furniture to a bookworm like myself. And there is no scent so pleasant to my nostrils as that faint and subtle reek which comes from an ancient book. 

Consequently, I went on to assure him with words that I could desire no more charming a chamber, and no more congenial surroundings for the evening.

“If the fittings are neither convenient nor conventional,” he had smiled, “they are at least costly,” said he, looking round at his shelves with evident pride. “I have expended nearly a quarter million of my fortune upon these objects which surround you. Books, weapons, gems, carvings, tapestries, images—there is hardly a thing here which has not its history, and it is generally one worth telling.”

He was seated as he spoke at one side of the crackling open fire-place, and I at the other. His reading-table was on his right, and the strong lamp above it ringed it with a very vivid circle of golden light. A half-rolled palimpsest lay in the centre, and around it was scattered many quaint articles of bric-a-brac. 

One of these aforementioned being an object resembling a large funnel; such as is used for the filling of wine casks. 

It appeared to be made of black wood, and was rimmed with discoloured brass – as well as being placed, I would tell myself later, in such a way from where I sat that I could not help but comment upon it.

“That is a curious looking thing,” I remarked, led by the nose and having no conception of my own gullibility in the face of a supposed friend’s duplicity. “Is there a history to go along with it?”

“Ah!” said he, “it is the very question which I have had occasion to ask myself. I would give a good deal to know. Take it in your hands and examine it.”

I did so, and found that what I had imagined to be wood was, in reality, leather, though age had dried it into an extreme hardness. It was a large funnel, and might hold a quart when full. The brass rim encircled the wide end, but the narrow was also tipped with metal.

And there was something... else.

Something... disturbing.

“What do you make of it?” asked Millbank, as I became aware of a sensation of light-headedness; the texture of the artefact beneath my fingers beginning to feel of a sudden... sensuous.

“I... I should imagine that it belonged to some vintner or maltster in the Middle Ages,” I observed, unable to keep a slight tremolo from my voice as I also felt a most uncomfortable – and, yes... exciting ...disturbance at my nether-regions. “I have seen in England leather drinking flagons of the seventeenth century - 'black jacks' as they were called - which were of the same colour and hardness – though not, it must be said, of so singular a design.”

“The date would be about the same,” said Millbank, “and, no doubt, it was also used for filling a vessel with liquid. If my researches are correct, however, it was a queer vintner who used it, and a very singular cask which was filled.”

I stared at the object in my hand and tried to make sense of my reaction to it.

“What do you make of the spout at the end of the funnel?” Millbank pressed on, hopefully oblivious to my most uncharacteristic inner responses.

As I held the object to the light, fighting against the libidinous energy my handling of it sent surging through my body - this that I might not make an unholy display of myself before my host - I observed that, at a spot some five inches above the brass tip, the narrow neck of the leather funnel was all haggled and scored. As if someone had notched it round with a blunt knife. For only at that point was there any roughening of the dead black surface.

I cleared my throat and realised he was observing me keenly:

“Someone has tried to cut off the neck.”

“Would you call it a cut, exactly?”

I looked more closely – well, as closely as I could, given the power of my baffling response to the piece.

“It is torn and lacerated,” I observed. 

“It is,” he agreed. “But, rather than an attempt to widen the end, it looks to me rather like the attempt of someone who came later to ownership to engrave more contemporary initials to their property, possibly the owner of the time himself, or even his wife and a servant of some kind. Something that might explain the crudity of the attempts.”

I nodded, taking no disbelief from his offered explanation that was in complete contrast to my own. 

“It must have taken some strength to leave these marks on such tough material, whatever the instrument or the identity of the one wielding it may have been.”

My eyes found his and delivered a mild rebuke intended to be accusatory but bantering,

“But what do you think of it in total?”

I smiled that he might see I was not in earnest and went on:

“I can tell that you know more than you say.”

Millbank smiled then, and his little eyes twinkled with knowledge.

“Have you included the psychology of dreams among your learned studies?” he asked.

“I did not even know that there was such a psychology,” I sniffed, cynicism tempered by my most baffling arousal.

“My dear, Daniel,” he began, using my first-name with what I took to be mild rebuke, “that shelf above the gem case is filled with volumes, from Albertus Magnus onward, which deal with no other subject. It is a science in itself.”

“A science of charlatans!” I cried, unable to prevent myself, even as I reached full tumescence beneath the, thankfully, loose-fitting and, I am told, fashionable trousers I had purchased from the salon of Monsieur Charles Worth only the day before.

Millbank simply shrugged, hopefully mistaking my high-colour to be caused by my total hatred of impostors and frauds: 

“The charlatan is always the pioneer,” he said, taking no heed if, indeed, he had divined my feelings on the subject. “From the astrologer came the astronomer, from the alchemist the chemist, from the mesmerist the experimental psychologist. The quack of yesterday is the professor of tomorrow. 

“Even such subtle and elusive things as dreams will, in time, be reduced to system and order. When that time comes the researches of our friends on the bookshelf yonder will no longer be the amusement of the mystic, but the foundations of a science.”

With an effort, I forced a lucid response:

“Supposing that is so, what has the science of dreams to do with a large, black, brass-rimmed funnel?”

As I asked this, despite feeling more than a little lightheaded at the departure of blood from my northern-most point to a location more southerly, I sensed an image begin to form at the back of my eyes.

A distinctly... female ...image. 

An image, from the fleeting glimpse I took of it before my friend’s voice intruded once again, that seemed... pleased.

“I will tell you,” his voice, firm and resolute, pulled me back to the here and now. 

I tried to focus on his face, stunned and, I am afraid to confess, terrified by the fleeting female image I had just seen staring at me with such malignancy and... anticipation ...from my unwanted reverie. The dome head and the heavy jowls below them seeming infinitely preferable to those of the comely but... tainted ...female features that had only just flitted across my consciousness. Though you may be sure I berated myself for my unmanly fear as well as my inexplicable... excitement.

“You know that I have an agent who is always on the look-out for rarities and curiosities for my collection. Some weeks ago, he heard of a dealer upon one of the Quais who had acquired some old rubbish found in a cupboard in an ancient house. A house at the back of the Rue Mathurin, in the Quartier-Latin. The dining-room of this old house is decorated with a coat of arms, chevrons, and bars rouge upon a field argent, which proved, upon inquiry, to be the shield of Comte Nicholas de la Reynie, a high official of King Louis XIV. There can be no doubt that the other articles in the cupboard date back to the early days of that king. The inference is, therefore, that they were all the property of this Nicholas de la Reynie, who was, as I understand, the gentleman specially concerned with the maintenance and execution of the Draconic laws of that epoch – though, from what I can ascertain thus far from the old archives still available, he was in possession of a wife who was no less, and perhaps more, diligent in her desire to... punish.”

He seemed somewhat ill-at-ease as he mentioned this last fact, but it was my turn to shrug. His mention of a “wife” discomfiting me for reasons I could not quite fathom. And doing nothing to address the competing dilemma of a penis that showed no sign of wilting.

“What then?” I asked, willing my voice to be firm.

“I would ask you now to examine the upper brass rim of the funnel.”

I did as he asked, wanting nothing more than to cast the accursed thing from me – even as I felt my hands stroking its smooth surface that I might luxuriate in its sensuality.

“Can you make out any lettering upon it?”

There were certainly some scratches upon it, almost obliterated by time. The general effect was of several letters, the last of which bore some resemblance to the letter ‘S’.

“You make it out to be ‘S’?”

“Yes, I do.”

“So do I. In fact, I have no doubt whatever that the letter is ‘S’.”

“But the nobleman you mentioned would have had R for his initial.”

“Exactly! That's the beauty of it. He owned this curious object, and yet he had someone else's initials upon it. Why did he do this?”

“I can't imagine; can you?”

“Well, I might, perhaps, guess. Do you observe something drawn a little farther along the rim?”

“I should say it was a crown.”

“It is undoubtedly a crown; but if you examine it in a good light, you will convince yourself that it is not an ordinary crown. It is a heraldic crown—a badge of rank, and it consists of an alternation of four pearls and strawberry leaves, the proper badge of a marquis. We may infer, therefore, that the person whose initials end in ‘S’ was entitled to wear that coronet.”

“Then this common leather filler once belonged to a marquis?”

Millbank gave a peculiar smile.

“Or to some member of the family of a marquis,” said he. “Such as a wife. So much we have clearly gathered from this engraved rim.”

“But what has all this to do with dreams?” 

It was at this point, and I do not know whether it was from a look upon Millbank's face, or from some subtle suggestion in his manner, that a feeling of repulsion mixed with unreasoning horror came upon me as I looked at the gnarled old lump of leather and allowed my fingers to... caress it.

“I have more than once received important information through my dreams,” said my companion in the didactic manner which he loved to affect. “I have, in my studies, made it a rule that, when I am in doubt upon any material point, to place the article in question beside me as I sleep, and to hope for some enlightenment.”

Despite the strangely sensual preoccupation under which I laboured, I manged to convey to him a look that was many moons short of being credulous.

He was not deterred.

“The process does not appear to me to be so very obscure,” he went on, almost accusingly. “though it has not yet received the blessing of orthodox science. 

“According to my theory,” he continued, somewhat sniffily, “any object which has been intimately associated with any supreme paroxysm of human emotion, whether it be joy or pain, will retain a certain atmosphere or association which it is capable of communicating to a sensitive mind.”

Leaning forward, he looked into my eyes searchingly and I sensed he was looking for something more in my stare than concurrence with what I had already described to myself as a most fanciful theory.

“By a sensitive mind,” he continued, eyes unblinking, “I do not mean an abnormal one, but such a trained and educated mind as you or I possess.”

Aware I was being flattered, I at least answered respectfully in regard of his unproven - and, in my mind, unprovable - hypothesis.

“You mean, for example, that if I slept beside that old sword upon the wall, I might dream of some bloody incident in which that very sword took part?”

“An excellent example. Let us say that the sword on the wall was used in that fashion by me, and I saw in my sleep the death of its owner, who perished in a brisk skirmish, which I have been unable to identify, but which occurred at the time of the wars of the Frondists.”

“I find such a thing,” I began, casting about my internal thesaurus for the word least insulting to my host, “improbable. It is not, after all, that we have empirical evidence to support such... happenings.”  

“Then we must disagree,” said my host, sniffiness now absent and with no sign of rancour. “If you think of it, some of our popular observances show that the fact has already been recognized by our ancestors - although we, in our so-called wisdom, have classed it among superstitions.”

“I take it from your voice then. that you have the empirical evidence to which I referred? I can scarce believe you would be so trusting without at least some tangible evidence to support your belief in this?”

He nodded, slowly and emphatically.

Then:

In this instance, I slept one night with this funnel beside me, and I had a dream which certainly throws a curious light upon its use and origin.”

“What did you dream?”

He paused, and an intent look of interest came over his massive face – together with something that struck me as sensual, frightened, and sly, at the same time. 

“You are yourself a psychic subject - with nerves which respond readily to any impression.”

“I have never tested myself in that direction. But what if I am?” I asked, placing
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