

    
        
          The Year of the False Messiah

        

        
        
          Nicholas Foster

        

        
          Published by Nicholas Foster, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE YEAR OF THE FALSE MESSIAH

    

    
      First edition. February 1, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Nicholas Foster.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230813569

    

    
    
      Written by Nicholas Foster.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

WALSH

MISS TRUEMAMM

THE YEAR OF THE FALSE MESSIAH

Further Reading: Collected Ghost Stories

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

WALSH


[image: image]


I think you know my views on ghosts by now, said Abigail.  I’ve spent my working life as a barrister and a judge.  Fancy and fantasy are things I have left to others. The barrister’s presentation of facts to secure a verdict, the judge’s sifting of those facts to reach his or hers do not lend themselves to wild surmise or excursions into the unsubstantiated realm of the imagination.

There was a nervous slight sound of disappointment as the rest of us fiddled with our port glasses or decided we needed to take a few more grapes or another small slice of cheese.  The general feeling seemed to be that Abigail was not going to enter into the spirit of things this evening.  

Luckily, Lance broke the ice.

Sounds as though you had a bad day on the bench Abigail, he said.  One of us rogues slipped away from you, did he?

All of us, Abigail included, couldn’t help but smile.

The fault’s probably mine, she said.  I guess I’m just too logical and too dry for this, the weaving of tales.  Luckily for you, though, I’ve known at least one lawyer who would be right up your street.  

I think I’ve told you before of the, now late, Terence Macleise QC, the barrister who oversaw my pupillage.  He was one of a kind, brilliant but unwilling to conform.  He was a superb barrister in his own idiosyncratic way.  But it was no surprise to anyone, least of all to him, that he never became a judge.  I think you would have liked him.  I shall tell you one of his stories.  You’ll be able to form your own opinion of him from that.

It was the tradition when I was in pupillage that the whole Chambers, the barristers and judges that is, would go down to the country once a year for what would probably now be called an awayday.  Agatha Christie or P G Wodehouse would have called it a country house weekend.  For once a year we all went down to the farm and estate of one of our leading, and highest-paid, QCs.  He was a bit like a character from P G Wodehouse in that one of his hobbies was breeding rare pigs.  Very large they were too.  He gave us a guided tour of their pens on the Saturday afternoon.  In addition to the pigs, he would throw in all sorts of entertainments and we’d usually have some famous guest speaker for the after-dinner slot on the Saturday evening.  

The story I shall tell you is from the year that the guest speaker had to pull out at the last minute.  Casting around for an alternative, for a stop gap, someone turned to Terence Macleise, guessing that some post-prandial reminiscences from the affable and imaginative Macleise would probably be more entertaining than a dry account of legal success from one of those higher up the ranking in our Chambers.  Macleise, as affable and as unruffled as ever, said he would be happy to play understudy to the famous speaker who’d had to drop out.  

Which was why, at nine thirty or just after, there we all were sitting out on the wide terrace on an English Summer evening, five or six of us around each of the half dozen small candlelit tables, the waiters (hired for the day or even permanent staff perhaps) attending to our every need.  The terrace looked out across an enormous lawn down towards a four-foot boundary hedge, although our QC of course owned the fields beyond.  The hedge was just a limit to his garden, not to his possessions or to his wealth.

Macleise, a natural showman, picked up his chair and, with an empty glass and a half-full bottle of red wine in his other hand, walked to the edge of the terrace so he could sit there facing us as we looked past him down over the lawn to watch the first bats flit up from the fields in the fading light.  He had no notes and so needed no candle.  It was a perfect setting, but for what we had no idea.  

Well, what’s it to be, smiled Macleise?  ‘Memories of my Famous Cases’, ‘Sidelights on the Workings of the Law’?  Or perhaps something altogether different, a ghost story perhaps?  ‘The Case of the Spectre in the Railway Sidings’?  Or something less melodramatic drawn from my own experience, such as the cold and foggy night I caught sight of the French dancer Jane Avril, her long dark-blue dress trailing on the ground, as she left the Palace Theatre for the Hotel des Étrangers when Gerrard Street was in the French quarter of town.  I remember watching her pause on the kerb at Shaftesbury Avenue until some policeman with a lantern came hurrying up to help her to cross the road, as if the whole scene was just another painting by Toulouse Lautrec and not my entrance to a hidden world.

Sounds pretty melodramatic, shouted our host, the gentleman owner of rare pigs.  Were you drunk that night, Terence?  

Ah well, you may well be right, sighed Macleise.  And there I was thinking I’d for once been granted a privileged glimpse into a lost world.  What was her stage nickname, ‘La Mélinite’, some form of high explosive I believe?  Sadly, it now seems that I never met the lady.

But then I suspect I’ve always wanted to tell ghost stories, said Macleise.  And perhaps I’ve harboured the vague hope that one day I might see them in print, in one of those small edition hardbacks that used to come out in the Edwardian era.  A conveniently pocket-sized book with an embossed cover with a bat, a cobweb or a creeping severed hand done in black on a grey cover.  

The problem is that my ghost stories always seem to come from my own life.  I couldn’t publish them without causing offence to someone.  Which is why I have to keep them for rare occasions like this when I’m amongst colleagues and friends whom I can trust with my secrets.

There is certainly an element of the supernatural in this story, although some might say it’s not a ghost story as such.  More a parable, I suppose.  Which is not to suggest that I am a particularly religious or God-fearing man.  But I do have a respect for them, the gods that is, Dame Fortune, Fate etc.  There is an element of superstition to my character, an inheritance, no doubt, from my mother’s side and her Irish Celtic past.  And I confess that my philosophy of life has never progressed much beyond the medieval.  I should perhaps have been at Grey Friars with Duns Scotus.  But enough of such weighty matters.

Thank God for that, exclaimed our gentleman pig farmer.  Do get on with it, Terence, or we’ll ask you for the ‘Sidelights on the Law’!  

This story is, I suppose, about a matter of trust, said Macleise, unruffled.  For you can’t abandon others to evil, even if to refuse to do so will be politically inconvenient, damaging even, for your Party or for your own career.  Yes, this story is going to be about politics and about a friend of mine who had a political career for a while.  Given the sensitivities around the issues here, I think I shall call my friend Walsh.  You don’t need real names in a parable.  

It’s also a story about the imagination.

Pausing to pour himself a glass of wine from the bottle at his feet, Terence Macleise raised the glass towards us in a silent toast and then sat up straight in his chair as if gathering all his energies to speak.

The imagination, said Macleise, can be a powerful drug for those who are not accustomed to it.  It’s something the more prosaic amongst us should perhaps only take in small doses.  Minds unused to fantasy, dismissive of it even, might do well to give it a wide berth or at least circle round it with caution.  For it’s surprising sometimes how a perfectly rational mind can be knocked off course by the slightest exposure to what I might best term the unreal. 

Walsh and I did our pupillage together, not at this Chambers I should add.  We became friends in a distant and rather reserved sort of way during our pupillage and we remained friends of a sort in the first couple of years we practised at the Bar.  We then went our separate ways.  Walsh decided that the Bar would be his springboard to greater things.  He was accepted by the Tory Party as a candidate for a safe Labour seat and, thanks to his oratory and his personality, he surprised the Tory Party and himself by winning the seat.  I say ‘personality’ but it was more ‘persona’.  For the outwardly cheerful, optimistic and easily likeable Walsh of the hustings bore little relation to the quieter, more reserved man I knew in private.  As for my future, I decided that, while not the sort of barrister who’s from Central Casting, as the Americans would say, practising at the Bar was probably what I should be doing.  It was my best way of making a contribution.  So I stuck with the Law.

The odd thing was that Walsh still kept in touch with me in his new life.  He’d invite me out to dinner and he’d talk to me as though we were close friends.  He’d even ask me for advice.  His career took off from the start in his new-found world of politics and, within a few years, he was a Junior Minister at the Foreign Office. The bizarre thing was that, even then, Walsh would bounce his ideas off me, take me into his confidence, ask my opinion on the problems he was tackling.  This was despite the fact, as I made clear to him, that my own experience of international relations was limited to visiting my distant cousins in Connemara.

But I seem to attract people in that way, said Macleise.  I must have an honest face and look trustworthy.  I suppose people see me as somewhat detached and therefore disinterested.  They judge that it’s safer to tell their secrets to someone with no
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