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For Carole Blake




Abraham ‘Bram’ Stoker, clerk, later a theatre manager, part-time writer, born Dublin, 1847, died London, 1912, having never known literary success.

Henry Irving, born John Brodribb, 1838, died 1905, the greatest Shakespearian actor of his era.

Alice ‘Ellen’ Terry, born 1847, died 1928, the highest paid actress in England, much beloved by the public. Her ghost is said to haunt the Lyceum Theatre.




In every being who lives, there is a second self very little known to anyone. You who read this have a real person hidden under your better-known personality, and hardly anyone knows it – it’s the best part of you, the most interesting, the most curious, the most heroic, and it explains that part of you that puzzles us. It is your secret self.



Edward Gordon Craig (Ellen Terry’s son)

from Ellen Terry and Her Secret Self




ACT I

Eternal Love





Victoria Cottage Hospital,

Near Deal,

Kent.

20th February, 1908





My dearest Ellen,

Please excuse this too-long-delayed response. As you’ll gather from the above, I’m afraid I’ve not been too well. Money worries & the strain of overwork weakened me over this wretched winter until I broke down like an old cab-horse on the side of the road. What’s good is that they say little permanent damage is done. My poor espoused saint has moved down here from London, too, to a little boarding house on the sea front & comes in on the ’bus to read to me daily so we can continue irritating one another contentedly as only married people can. We enjoy quarrelling about little things like sandwiches and democracy. I am still able to type write as you see.

Last night, I had a dream of You-Know-Who – he was in Act Three of Hamlet – & somehow you came to me, too, like a rumour of trees to a tired bird, & so here I am, late but in earnest.

How wonderful to know you are putting together your Memoir & how frightening that prospect will be for untold husbands. You ask if I have anything left in the way of Lyceum programmes, costume sketches, drawings or a Kodak of Henry, lists of First Night invitees, menus, so on. I’m afraid I haven’t anything at all in that line of country. (Are you still in touch with Jen?) Almost everything I had I stuffed into my Reminiscences & then turfed the lot (five suitcases-full) into the British Library once the book was published, apart from a couple of little personal things of no interest or use to anyone. You’re correct to recall that at one time I had a file of letters from poor Wilde but I thought it wise to burn them when his troubles came.

What I do have is the enclosed, a clutch of diary pages & private notes I kept on and off down the years & had begun working up into a novel somewhat out of my usual style or perhaps a play, I don’t know. The hope was to finish the deuced thing at some point before my dotage. But I can’t see that happening now that I seem to have lost the old vigour. In any case, since I have no savings & the London house is heavily mortgaged, I must marshal what forces I possess & find employment that will pay, which my scribblings have never done. The plan is to ship ourselves to Germany, perhaps Hamburg or Lübeck, the cost of living is lower there & Florence speaks the language. God knows, we are a little old to emigrate at our time of life, but there it is.

As to the scribbles: some parts are finished out, others still in journal form. I had intended changing the names but hadn’t got around to it – your own name, being part of you, seemed too beautiful to change – & then, some months ago, I happened across a curious tome by an American, one Adams, in which he writes about himself in Third Person, as a character in a fiction, an approach that rather tickled me, & so I thought let the names be the names.

Since you appear in proceedings yourself, you’ll find looking through the ruins a curiosity at any rate & it might raise a smile or two at the old days of fire & glory, the madness of that time. Among the pages you will encounter a couple of smidgeons from an interview given by a certain peerless actress some time ago to The Spectator: the transcription of her answers is there but not the questions, don’t know why. If any plank of the shipwreck is of use (which I doubt) for your Memoir, salvage rights are yours. Well, perhaps check with me first.

Much of it is in Pitman shorthand, which I think you know. If you don’t, a local girl in the village will or there is Miss Miniter’s secretarial service near Covent Garden – I can see the street clear as daylight but can’t think of its name. You may remember her. She is in the Directory.

Some of it is in a code even its maker has forgotten. I wonder what I can have been trying to hide & from whom.

Well then, old thing – my treasured friend – it is a holy thought to imagine my words moving through your heart’s heart because then something of me will be joined with something of you and we will stand in the same rain for a time under the one umbrella.

All fond love to you and your family, my dearest golden star,

And Happy Birthday next week I think?

Ever Your Bram.





P.S.: Like a lot of thumping good stories, it starts on a train.






— I —

In which two gentlemen of the theatre set out from London for Bradford



Just before dawn, October 12th, 1905



Out of the gathering swirls of mist roars the hot black monster, screeching and belching its acrid bilious smoke, a fetor of cordite stench. Thunder and cinders, coalman and boilerman, black cast iron and white-hot friction, rattling on the roadway of steel and olden oak as dewdrops sizzle on the flanks. Foxes slink to lairs. Fawns flit and flee. Hawks in the yews turn and stare.

In a dimly lit First Class compartment of the dawn mail from King’s Cross, two gentlemen of the theatre are seated across from one another, in blankets and shabby mufflers and miserably threadbare mittens and a miasma of early morning sulk. Their breath, although faint, forms globes of steam. Not yet seven o’clock. Night people, they’re unaccustomed to being up so early unless wending home from a club.

Henry Irving has his boots up on the opposite seat and is blearily studying the script of a blood-curdling melodrama, The Bells, which he has played hundreds of times throughout his distinguished career, from London to San Francisco, from Copenhagen to Munich, so why does he need a script and why is he still annotating it after all these years and why is he muttering chunks of the dialogue, with half-closed eyes, at the fields passing by the window? His companion sits erect, as though performing a yogic exercise intended to straighten the spine. The book he is reading is held before him like a shield. The train creaks onward, towards the northern outskirts of London.

Several centuries have passed since they last exchanged a syllable or even one of those wincing, gurning, eyebrow-raised stares in which, like all theatre people, they are fluent. The sheep’s trotters and pickled eels bought hurriedly at King’s Cross remain uneaten – somehow sweating despite the cold – in grubby folds of old newspaper. A bottle of Madeira on the floor has suffered an assault. A few drops remain, perhaps to reassure the drinkers that they are not the sort of gentlemen who would start on a bottle of Madeira in the cab to the station not long before seven o’clock of a morning and finish it in the train before eight. There is between them that particular freemasonry of the elderly couple who have long sailed the strange latitudes and craggy archipelagos of monogamy, known much, seen much, forgiven almost everything, long ago said whatever needed to be said, which was never that much in the first place.

‘What is that rubbish you are reading?’ Irving asks, in the tones of a maestro demonstrating ‘sophisticated boredom’ to a roomful of the easily amused.

‘A history of Chislehurst,’ Stoker replies.

‘Sweet Christ.’

‘Chislehurst is in several respects an interesting town. The exiled Napoleon III died there in terrible agony.’

‘And now a lot of people live there in terrible agony.’

The day could be long and tense.

A bloodstained, scarlet sky, streaked with finger-smears of black and handfuls of hard-flung gold. Then a watery dawn rises out of the marshlands, pale blues and greys and muddied-down greens, like daybreak in a virgin’s watercolour. Staggered beeches here and there, sycamores, rowans, then a stand of queenly, wind-blasted elms and the Vs of wild geese breasting across the huge sky like arrows pointing out some immensity.

Beyond the steamed, greasy window, the beginnings of the midlands: the distant lights of towns, the smokestacks and steeples, the brickfields and quarries served by new metalled roads. Between the towns, the mellow, dreeping meadows with their byres and barns and crucified scarecrows, the towpaths by the green and calm canals, the manors and their orchards and red-bricked boundary walls, the mazes and lodges and rectories. It is so like the Irish countryside yet not like it at all. Something different, undefinable, a certain quality of light, a sadness, perhaps, an absence that is a presence. Welcome to an absence called England.

The chunter of the train as it strains up Stubblefield Hill, the leaden sway and spring as it descends and rolls on, its momentum disconcerting on the downhill curve, and from time to time a sudden heaviness, a sort of worrying drama, as the carriage gives a skreek or a shuddering lurch. The roped-up trunk shifts in the luggage rack above them – the porter wanted it in the cargo carriage but Irving refused – and now the edges of a town.

The backs of little houses inch by in the rain. Twines of washing slung from window ledges or strung across midden-heaps serenaded by furious dogs. A dirty-faced child waves from a glassless window. A chillingly scrawny greyhound pulls at its chain. The navy-black sky and a broken fingernail of moon and a downpour so sudden and violent it causes both men to stare out.

Portly, bearded, in the fourth decade of life, Stoker still looks like the athlete he once was. At Dublin University he boxed, rowed in the sculls, swam. He once saved a man from drowning. His suit is a three-piece Gieves & Hawkes of Savile Row, a subtle herringbone tweed, fashionable thirty years ago. The Huntsman greatcoat is of heavy frieze, like a general’s. He has a talent for wearing his clothes, looks comfortable, always, though everything he has on this morning has been repaired more than once, re-seamed, let out, taken in, patched up, not unlike the friendship. The bespoke if re-soled brogues are newly blacked. His hands are veined and knotty, a bit obscene, like hands hewn from lumps of bog oak.

Irving is frailer, sunken-in since his illness, skeletal about the emaciated, equine face. He is ten years older than Stoker and looks more. But flamboyant, long-limbed, uneasy remaining still. Purple velvet fez, organdie and linen scarves, fur-collared cloak, mother-of-pearl pince-nez. Lines of kohl around the lakes of his dark, tired eyes, dyed-black hair dressed in curls by his valet every morning, even this one. Walking-cane with a miniature skull as knob (‘the shrunken head of George Bernard Shaw’). Like any great actor, he is able to decide what age to look. He has played Romeo who is fourteen and Lear who is ancient, on the same tour, sometimes on the same night.

He lights a short thick cigar, peers out at the rain. ‘Die Todten reiten Schnell,’ he says. The dead travel fast.

Stoker’s response is a disapproving glower.

The train enters a tunnel. Flicker-lit faces.

‘Put your eyes back in your head, you miserable nanny,’ Irving says. ‘I shall smoke as and when I please.’

‘The doctor’s advice was to swear off. You know this very well. I may add that the advice was expensive.’

‘Bugger the doctor.’

‘If you could remain alive until tonight’s performance, I’d be grateful.’

‘Why so?’

‘It is rather late to cancel the hall and we’d forfeit the deposit.’

‘Rot me, how considerate you are.’

‘But if you wish to be a suicide, that is your affair. The sooner the better, if that is your intention. Don’t say I didn’t try to prevent you.’

‘Yes, Mumsy. What a caring old girl.’

Stoker declines the bait. Irving pulls insipidly on the cigar, rheumy eyes watering as though leaking raw whiskey. He looks a thousand years old, a mocking impersonation of himself.

‘I say, maybe I’ll be lucky, Bramsie, old thing.’

‘In what respect?’

‘Perhaps I’ll turn out like the feller in your ruddy old potboiler. The un-dead, my dears. Old Drackers. Mince about Piccadilly sinking the tusks into desirable youths. Chap could meet a worse fate, eh?’

‘I am attempting to read.’

‘Ah, Chislehurst yes. The Byzantium of the suburbs.’

‘We are thinking of moving there, if you really must know.’

‘You mean Wifey is thinking of moving there and you’re thinking of doing what you’re told, as usual.’

‘That is not what I mean.’

‘The lady doth protest too much.’

‘Do shut up.’

‘She’d look jolly good wearing the trousers, I’ll give her that. Tell me, how do you squeeze into her corset?’

‘Your alleged witticisms are tiresome. I am now going to ignore you. Goodbye.’

Irving chuckles painfully in the back of his throat, settling into a fug of smoke and sleepiness. Stoker reaches out and plucks the cigar from his fingers, extinguishing it in an empty lozenge-tin he always carries for the purpose. Thing like that could cause an accident.

He watches the wintry scenery, the swirl of snow among oaks, the long stone walls and hedgerows. All the endless reams of poetry this landscape has inspired. Burn an Irishman’s abbey and he’ll pick up a broadsword. Burn an Englishman’s, he’ll pick up a quill.

Ellen is with him now, her mild, kind laugh, one evening when they walked near the river at Chichester, one of those streams that is dry in summertime. What is the word for that? He blinks her back into whatever golden meadowland she came from.

An old song he heard years ago in Galway has been with him all morning like a ghost.


The sharks of all the ocean dark

Eat o’er my lover’s breast.

His body lies in motion yon

His soul it ne’er may rest.

‘I’ll walk the night till kingdom come

My murder to atone.

My name it was John Holmwood,

My fate a cruel wrong.’



Who can explain how it happens, this capability of a song to become a travelling companion, a haunting? In the dark of early morning the strange ballad had swirled up at him out of his shaving bowl or somehow stared back at him from the land behind the mirror, for no reason he understands. And now, he knows, it will be with him all day. He is trying to recollect more about the first time he heard it.

All writers who have failed – and this one has failed more than most – develop a healing amnesia without which their lives would be unbearable. Today, it isn’t working.

Carna. County Galway. His twentieth birthday. Near the townland of Ardnaghreeva. He’d been there for his work, attending the courthouse, taking notes, when an adjournment was announced in the trial for murder of Lord Westenra’s land-agent, one Bannon. The planned twenty minutes became an hour, then two. He went out to find a drink.

The people were speaking Gaelic. He felt lost, uneasy, frightened of something he couldn’t name. Many were barefoot. The children gaunt as old keys. He couldn’t understand it. Twenty years had passed since their wretched famine; why were the people still cadaverous and in rags? Why were they here at all?

A balladeer so thin that you could see the bones of her arms was singing a song but the ballad was in English. ‘Little Holmwood,’ someone said it was called. And then came the dreadful news from inside the courthouse. The magistrate had died, alone in his chamber, sat down to sign the death warrant but at the instant when he’d donned the black wig his heart and eyes had burst. Blood had gushed from him in torrents, drenching the floor of his chamber, until only his flesh and bones were left, like an empty suit. The prisoner had escaped. ‘The devil’s work’ had been done. Some of the people nodded coolly while others crossed themselves or walked away. The ballad-maker never stopped singing.

Returned to Dublin, he’d been restless, shaken by what he’d witnessed. There was something terrifying about the singer’s imperviousness, if that’s what it was. Behind it, dark murmurings nagged at him, as though the song had caused the death.

Unable to sleep, he had resorted to laudanum but it hadn’t worked, left him feeling worse, disconnected, prey to red visions. The following night he attended the theatre, arriving late from his work at Dublin Castle. A few months previously he had begun reviewing for the literary pages of a newspaper. There was no money but it afforded free passes.

The play was into its third act by the time he arrived. A rainstorm was roaring outside. Soaked, cold, in the darkness he couldn’t find his seat so he stood in the aisle near the prompt chair. Lightning sparkled through the high windows of the theatre – like many old playhouses, it had once been a church. The gasps of the thunderstruck audience.

Henry Irving stopped in mid scene and stared down at them grimly, his eyes glowing red in the gaslight. Paint dribbling down the contours of his face, like dye splashed on a map, droplets falling on his boots, his doublet and long locks drenched in sweat, his silver-painted wooden sword glittering in the gaslight, shimmering with his chain-mail in the lightning. For what felt a long time he said nothing, just kept up the stare, slinking towards the lip of the stage, left hand on hip, wiping his wet mouth with the back of his sleeve. Sneering, he regarded them. Then he spat.

As the gasps arose again, he resumed speaking his lines, insisting he’d be heard, that their revulsion didn’t matter, that in fact it was essential, a part of the show, a gift without which this play about evil couldn’t happen.

‘’Tis now the very witching time of night, when churchyards YAWN’ – he opened his maw wide and let out a rattling groan – ‘and HELL ITSELF breathes out contagion to this world!’ He shook, clutched at his throat, as though about to vomit. ‘Now could I drink hot blood and do such bitter business’ – gurgling the terrible words – ‘as THE DAY WOULD QUAAAAKE TO LOOK ON.’

By now the people were screaming. He began to scream back. Not a shout, not a bellow – a womanly scream. Plucking the sword from its scabbard, swirling at the air, screaming all the while like a banshee. It was frightening, too discomfiting. A man shouldn’t scream. Some in the audience booed, tried to leave, others rose in stampedes of operatic cheers, from the gods came the thunder of boot-heels on the floorboards. Stoker, in the thronged aisle, felt thirsty, faint.

He turned and looked at the cheap seats, behind the cage.

Punks, drunkards, the disgorged and disgusting. Warted, thwarted vagabonds, rent-boys in drag. Madwomen, badwomen, gougers on the make. Fakers, forgers, mudlarks, midgets, Bridgets on the game and rickety Kitties. Oozers, boozers, beaters, cheats, picklocks, urchins, soldiers on leave, poleaxed goggle-eyed poppy-eating trash, refugees from the freakshows and backstreet burlesques. And the smell. O dear Jesus. It buffets you like a gust, layers of fetid fetor and eyeswater yellow like the smoke from a train to Purgatory.

Why do they come here? Stoker doesn’t know. All he knows is that they do come, they always will. If they screamed at the pain of their irrelevance, no one would listen. They need someone to scream for them. Henry Irving.

On the train for Bradford, memory comes to Stoker in Present Tense, as though recollecting the other man that every man contains.

Weak, trembling, the young critic makes his way to the street and walks around the building to the stage door. Already the crowd has begun to assemble. The play is still on – you can hear the muffled shouts of the actors – but the people are here, in the rain. Dozens, scores, soon hundreds. A covered carriage clops up, the horses nervous, stamping, the driver shouting at the people to move away, there’ll be an accident. Policemen arrive and try to hold them back, the crowd pushes towards the doorway, chanting his name.

Irv

Ing.

Irv

ing.

Suddenly, roughly, two ushers emerge, one carrying an umbrella, the other a truncheon, hurrying him out like a boxer from the ring, through the storm of little notebooks pleading for autographs, through the macabre forest of outstretched scissors pleading for locks of his hair, and up the folding steps to the carriage. He’s still in his stage clothes but with a raincoat thrown over him and a bottle of champagne in his hand.

As the carriage pulls away down Sackville Place, the police manage to barricade off the rabble.

‘Stay where you are if you’d be so good, sir, this street is closed.’

‘I work at Dublin Castle,’ Stoker says quietly, showing the credential badge in his wallet. ‘I am on government business. You’ll want to let me through.’

Why does he follow? What is he doing? The last tram for Clontarf is about to leave from the Pillar and he needs to be on it, but he’s not. Ahead of him, the carriage is now approaching the bridge. He walks slowly at first, stumbling on the greasy pavement, straining to see, now hurrying.

On the southern side of the bridge, the carriage is stopped by a herd of cattle being driven to market and he catches up. When it jolts off again, through a minefield of cowpats, he continues. Round by Trinity College, where he took his mediocre degree, along Nassau Street, up Dawson Street, along by the Green, the shop windows shining with rain.

Under the arms of a dripping aspen on the edge of the park, he watches as the tall-hatted cabbie dismounts and opens the carriage door. The Shelbourne Hotel is shining like a palace in an illustration of Christmas, the crystal lamps on its pillars blaze.

For some reason there is a delay. He pictures the rooms, sees himself moving through them, the great splendour of the ballroom with its Italian marble and gilt, its orchestra playing Mouret’s ‘Sinfonie de Fanfares’, portraits of judges and aristocrats in the alcoves, ice-buckets, upended bottles, shucked oysters, innocent apples, maids tactfully dusting nude statuettes. In his mind’s eye he sees Irving striding through the furnace-like opulence, waiters take his hat, his gloves, his cane, the maître d’ beckons towards a discreet table behind the ferns.

Rain on the aspens. A concierge and a pageboy hurry out through the glass doors with umbrellas. From the carriage alights a gracious woman in a long fur cloak. She pauses a moment, looks up at the sky, enters the hotel. The carriage clops away.

Winterbourne: a river that is dry in summertime.




— II —

In which a review is submitted and an unwelcome visitor avoided



In the night-traders’ hut off the back laneway near the Fruit Market, he summons up a mugful of what purports to be coffee and souses it with a measure of hard Jamaica rum, the cheapest, most intoxicant brand. To be here among the whores and drunken squaddies, the dregs of the late night city, the outcasts. He likes to listen to their prattle, the juice of it, the spite. They address him as ‘Your Honour’, not entirely ironically. They regard him as an oddity, a kind of queer mage; it disconcerts them that he writes in shorthand.

Sometimes they ask him to explain the runes in his notebook, finding it hard to believe that a squiggled symbol could be a word. They’re right. It is hard. He is careful to speak to everyone here with respect. Being among the night people, it settles something in him. At home in his room, he can’t write. The words turn to ashes. Here they bubble and spew, in the wake of the rum.

He likes to watch the weary farmers arriving, bog-eyed, from the country with their carts, the traders returning in wagons from the quays, hefting boxes of American apples, Dutch flowers, English cornmeal; the butchers in their bloodstained whites. To think of the city sleeping while so much life is thrumming on – it makes him feel a co-conspirator.

As he bends to the page and continues to jot, among the inconvenient, the filthy, the deliciously malicious, he realises the song is with him, circling like a phantom in Dickens, an imprecation of guilt, and he wonders if it will ever let him be.


O Mother, where’s the bonny boy

Come here last night to stay?

‘He’s dead in Hell, no tales can tell,’

Her father he did say.

‘Then Father, cruel Father, you shall die a public show

For the murder of John Holmwood,

Who ploughed the lowlands low.’



Now he’s walking the north quays of the Liffey, breasting into the slab of wind, through a swirl of dirty gulls and old newspapers. The strange forlornness of Dublin on a midweek night, empty, ghostly, murderous. At the weekend there might be the hope that Lady Wilde will be having one of her soirées, the cultured young men and women, the wit, the fine food, the flirtations on the elegant staircase where one might meet someone beautiful, even a better version of the self. But a Wednesday night in Dublin is the loneliest in the world, dark windows, shuttered doorways, locked shops, empty offices, night-thoughts monkeying at him if he tries to sleep. The only way he can endure it is to walk.

First light coming now. Smacks heading down the estuary, trailing petticoats of nets, out towards the expanse of the sea. The last bedraggled tarts streeling home to their rooms. He’s afraid to glance at his fob watch, doesn’t want to know the time.

The bay looms in his mind, the surge of the breakers, the lugubrious moan of the lighthouse foghorn. The ghost of a drowned sailor chained to the mast of an ice-caked ship with a sail stitched from hanged men’s shrouds. An image from a play he’s been trying to write. But he doesn’t have a shape for it yet.

Other Irish writers he knows about are interested in Ireland. He has tried to read them, to feel at one with them, but he has failed. They have organised themselves into clubs, little academies of pipe-smoking and mysticism, which meet on a Monday evening to bathe in the Celtic twilight or translate epic poems nobody sane wants to read in any language, before everyone trams home to the suburbs. The folktales, the myths, the faeries, the banshee, the stuff his Sligo mother used to mumble about after a sherry or two. All that dusty old fustian Hibernian rubbish, only remembered by the expired and the mad. While he can see it contains momentum of a certain clunking sort, it leaves him unmoved, it’s like looking at drizzle. The mannequins who ponce and howl across this island of sodden failure, shown but never said to be vainglorious thugs, said but never shown to be heroic or admirable, seem to him devoid of shadowplay, pallid imitations of something not quite named, children’s drawings where a Caravaggio is needed. At least in the theatre, there must be an audience. If there isn’t, the play will close early.

He passes the Customs House, enters a gloomy old office building that for a hundred years has despised its reflection in the Liffey, crosses the flagged floor, climbs the steep dark staircase, his strong body now creaking with tiredness. On the third landing, he comes to an office door on which a plaque announces night editor. Before he can knock, it opens. Mr Maunsell regards him.

‘Bram, my dear gossoon. You’re out early. Isn’t it horrid cold?’

‘Actually I am out late.’

‘Won’t you step in for a moment, I was about to wet the tea? What’s that you have there? I wasn’t expecting anything from you this week.’

‘My review. Henry Irving. In Hamlet last night.’

The night editor rubs his right eye and utters a yawn of withering bleakness as he starts looking over the pages. The clay pipe in his mouth is empty but he sucks on it nonetheless; the whistling slurp is one of those little unpleasantnesses that seem worse when we are tired. He is a small man who looks smaller, somehow, during the hours of semi-darkness, a minor dandy in emerald green eye-shade, shabby porcelain-buttoned waistcoat and scarlet braces. They say he has a fancy-woman in Kimmage.

‘Hamlet, eh, Bram? Doubt thou the stars are fire.’

‘Indeed.’

‘I don’t know, lad, I don’t know. Bit rich for our blood? Heaven bless them, the readers of the Dublin Mail wouldn’t be experts on the Bard.’

‘One needn’t be an expert to appreciate a play. I am not an expert myself. Neither was Shakespeare.’

‘Shakespeare wasn’t an expert on Shakespeare?’

‘He saw himself as a craftsman. Like one of the carpenters in his theatre.’

‘I’d been meaning to have a word with you about the theatre, Bram. Not quite the thing? Bit lacking in properness, the ladies a tad loose, one or two of the chaps a bit – you know.’

‘A bit what?’

‘A bit Haymarket Harvey? I’m a man of the world myself but I’ve advertisers to think about. Maybe you’d widen your purview?’

‘How so?’

‘You don’t happen to have a cat?’

‘No I haven’t.’

‘The readers love a heart-warming little article about a cat. Especially if it’s missing a leg.’

‘I shall bear that in mind.’

‘Or the poor auld faithful hound won’t leave his master’s grave? They lap that stuff up and come cantering back for more. Or some good respectable hard-working lad but he falls into bad company and takes to the gin until it drives him astray in the head and he strangles the fiancée, you know, a morality fable? Or he ruins her and she’s left with no choice bar going on the game. Temperance sells a barrow-load of papers these days.’

‘Irving has stated in many interviews that he means to make theatre respectable.’

‘A rose by any other name, though. You don’t mind me speaking frankly? There’s those who do be saying your beloved Irving is a bit off.’

‘Meaning?’

‘A glorified panto showman, bit of a carnival barker.’

‘I consider him a great artist and a peerless genius.’

‘That’s lovely. I consider him my bum.’

‘I can offer the review elsewhere. Since you’re not paying me, there can be no hard feelings.’

Mr Maunsell chuckles. ‘Doesn’t the queen pay you, mister honey? She’s well able to, God knows.’

‘So you’ll take it?’

‘What’s the hurry. Hold your hour and have tea.’

‘I need to know. Now.’

‘You’re a strange piece of work, young Stoker.’

[image: ]
The alarm clock rattles out its shattering-glass summons. He gropes from the bed and quiets it. For a moment, his dead father is in the wardrobe mirror’s reflection, black birdcage in hand; after-image from an uneasy dream. The reek of the chamber-pot rising from the corner, sleet beating angrily on the window. Forty minutes of sleep are better than nothing. But only by forty minutes.

Quarter of an hour later, he’s running on Clontarf Beach, barefoot, in jockey’s jodhpurs and boxer’s singlet. He runs two miles every morning, no matter the weather, has been doing it daily for years, a part of his routine. As a child he was often ill, confined to bed for months, years. That won’t be happening again.

He listens to the pounding of his feet on the sand, the slop of the wavelets as he slaps across the runnels, the buffeting wind, the hiss of the creaming foam, the interior metronome of his breath. He stops and shadow-boxes, then a hundred press-ups and a dip. The shocking cold of the water, the zest of the salt.

Above him, the vast bowl of the Irish sky, placid, glassy, hardly ever changing, a bell jar beneath which the specimens writhe as they await the latest experiment. Now he sees the Kingstown ferry, far out in the bay, bobbing towards the Muglins before it faces out for Holyhead.

The pull of London is so strong for him that he senses danger in the magnetism. His few visits to the capital for his work have left him wheezy, feverish, as though there is something in Piccadilly’s dust designed to resurrect his ashen boyhood. The city has seen him too hot in the summertime, petrified in winter, thirsty in vast parks, hungry in galleries, awestruck in huge museums stashed with imperial lootings, afraid to open his mouth for fear the indigenes might form views about his accent. The beggars of Holborn seem so ardent, as though it is they who secretly rule, as though the gentry are unwitting extras in the show.

And London has too many hidden streets, too many alleys and back lanes where everything is available for a price. The hovels behind Paddington Station, the pleasure garden in Chelsea, the secret map of a city that roils with availability. A whisper in the club, a nudge, a nod, these are the signposts. He fears the destinations.

There are times when he has considered the United States, perhaps Chicago or Boston or New York. It’s said that men and women may remake themselves there, start the journey afresh with new outlooks and policies, new ways of speaking, even a new name if required. No one cares where you came from. You write your own story. But he wonders if that can be true.

In his daydreams he sees the great buildings, the long canyons of the avenues, hears the iron-jawed clatter of factories, the blowsy, brash place-names: Cincinnati! The Bronx! Baton Rouge! But this pitch and bopping punchiness of a new republic doesn’t appeal to him. He imagines he’d find it tiresome.

The consolation about Ireland is that nothing will ever happen here now. The fighting days are done, the years of wars and revolutions. The gallows won out in Ireland, as in India, as everywhere. To assert that the pen is mightier than the sword is only to float a fiction, a means of encouraging the sort of rebelliousness that changes nothing.

He shadow-boxes on the beach as the ferry glides by and the jockey’s boy goes walking the horses. Nobody minds what you’ll be doing because you won’t be doing anything. Not that it would matter if you did.

Returned to his little room in the boarding house on the seafront, he puts a kettle on the bachelor’s stove in the inglenook and prepares to shave. His ninth home in sixteen months, always little flats and bedsitters around the northside coastal villages, rooms at the tops of staircases. Probably he’ll move again soon.

The thought of the evening meal with his fellow boarders settles like dust. A quintet of perfect, mutually uncomprehending misery, failure, mummery and halitosis. A tableau vivant (on a good day) of chances-all-gone, of peas-on-the-knife-eating hideousness. What dystopia of roaring shame has he wandered into that he must share a table with this confederacy of the damned? Mr Miggs, Mr Briggs, tall Mr Lawlor, small Mr Lawlor and Mr Strange. Beige-eyed Mr Miggs, a bean-counter in Guinness’s, from some godforsaken wind-lashed crossroads in the midlands. Getting away from it had sapped every bubble of manhood he had. Scallops evinced more life. Mr Briggs, so it was whispered, had been a girls’ school teacher in Exeter but, following a series of apprehensions in that city’s public parks, seemed unlikely to be allowed to be one again. Small Mr Lawlor had flakily poor skin, his lank namesake a goitre and a habit of picking his ears. Dribbling Mr Strange was painfully meek but was not going to inherit the earth. ‘Ah, Stoker,’ the ruined would ask as he sat to the cabbage soup. ‘How goes the gay life of the Castle?’

On the crooked windowsill, his old copies of Sheridan Le Fanu, Maturin, Wuthering Heights, Frankenstein, their pages loose and spilling, his often-pawned Complete Shakespeare. The Black Prophet by William Carleton, stolen from Marino Library. A Guide to the Munich Dead-House. On the corkboard above the monkish bed, souvenir postcards of actors he loves: William Terriss, Henry Irving, Ellen Terry.

Seven times he has seen Irving play, Ellen Terry thirteen. Her gift, her presence, enthrals him. Like the changelings he has read of in his mother’s mouldering storybooks, she has a magic that seems otherworldly, dangerous.

In a pewter frame on the window ledge, a daguerreotype of two people on their wedding day: white-eyed, stiff, in funereal black. To imagine these waxworks participating in the act that made them his parents is beyond his wildest powers. They emigrated to Brussels some years ago, with his sisters, to save money. He decided to remain in Clontarf.

Shave completed, he prepares a pot of tea with the seaweed he has gathered and begins lifting his dumb-bells in sequence, huffing with the effort, wrists throbbing. Eight o’clock now. He needs to hurry on. The two-pounders, the sixers, the half-a-stone. He tries to keep his grunting to a minimum so as not to upset the landlady downstairs or her elderly mother, the latter having the hearing of a dog. (‘Go up and tell that Stoker article this is not that sort of house.’ ‘Mr Stoker is at his exercises, Mammy, for the love of God stop shouting.’ ‘I’ll exercise him in a minute. With the tip of my boot. The queer-looking Protestant shitehawk.’)

Pain rippling through the sinews of his forearms, tautening, straightening, and he finds himself wondering if Irving lifts weights; it would be wise for all actors to do so. Acting is about the body as much as the words, and the body gets lazy, resentful of being inhabited. The Roman Catholics believe in pain, think it’s redemptive, bracing; like the buttress of an old cathedral, pain stops you collapsing. They punish their bodies for the mortgage of their souls. It’s good that the punishment is for something.

The little kettle on the stove starts whistling meekly, as though intimidated by the display of underclad manliness it has been forced to watch. As he crosses to damp the flame, he sees, through the yellowing lace curtains, a familiar figure downstairs on the street.

It’s the walk he recognises first, its show-offy sense of performance, the saunter of a libertine wearing the most expensive clothes in this protectorate of the Empire, a man for whom being watched has become an art form.

Stoker ducks behind the pelmet. Doesn’t want to be seen. Especially not by him.

What can he be doing out here in Clontarf, and so early? Why has he wandered from the city? The bell trings downstairs, followed by three sharp raps on the knocker. He hears the landlady lilting ‘The Verdant Braes of Screen’ to herself as she limps through the hall, the clatter as she opens the sticky door. Then her crutches on the creaking staircase, her breathlessness as she knocks.

‘It’s myself, Mr Stoker, sir? You’ve a caller below? Are you after going out to your work?’

He doesn’t move. Scarcely blinks. Points at the kettle. ‘Keep quiet, you bastard,’ he whispers.

Minutes later, hurrying from the house, he collects the calling card and scribbled note from the hall stand.

My dear Bram. Was taking the sea air this morning and popped by on the chance you might be tempted to a constitutional. Quel dommage to have missed you. A pleasure deferred. Ever yours, Oscar Wilde.




— III —

In which a young man receives counsel on the avoidance of sinful occasions



The village seems asleep, its little shops darkened, the storm-blown frontage of the funeral parlour bedecked in lengths of sodden black crêpe, garlands of grey rosettes. By the drapery, a scummy lake-like puddle where the landlady’s mother’s dogs are nuzzling. Loamy smells from the haggards, from the unseen yards. Wind flaps the faded Union Jack on the post office roof, a sound like the guttering of a flame as it furls itself around its trembling pole.

A girl in radiant yellow emerges from the shadowed alley by the dairy, a yoke of blackened milk-cans borne crossways on her left shoulder, and regards him for a moment as she passes on the footpath with an after-aroma of sweet warm soap. Her bare feet are white, her brown hair loose, a crucifix in the bosom of her chemise. He finds himself recollecting a morning in Paris, when, stopping on his way to visit the crypt at Notre Dame, he had been approached in the street by a dark-eyed girl who had asked him for directions to the Mabillon. She was Irish, a Dubliner, she thought him an Englishman and for some reason he didn’t say he wasn’t. He knew what was happening, had read in his Gentlemen’s Guide to Paris that this was how such girls approached one.

She had spoken of the weather, of the bookstalls by the Seine, as the students hurried by to their lectures at the University and then she had asked, in almost a whisper, if he wished to accompany her to a room. It was nearby, she said, off the rue des Canettes. She spoke quietly, without shame. He’d been afraid to do so, had sent her away. He had not the twenty francs, he told her. Ten, then, sir. There is no need to be shy. He had given her what he could spare but not gone with her.

He thinks about her now, as he walks damp Clontarf, through the dung and the mud of the almost empty street and the zizzing of unseen flies. That evening in Paris, the thought of what he had declined had blazed in him so fiercely that he couldn’t sleep. At midnight he dressed quickly and hurried back to the rue de l’Université, drunk with a smoulder he didn’t want to call lust. The thought of warm hands, of low, Irish laughter. The thought of being alone with another in a room.

The lobby of Clontarf Police Barracks is small, dimly lit, papered with advertisements for dog licences, interdictions, ordinances, tattered old warnings about gorse fires. A placard forbidding public meetings is nailed to the wall by the hatch.

Everything is quiet. Still not too late to stop. What he is about to do is insane. A worm of steely pain uncoils itself in his gut. His temples are drumming. From behind the counter the old constable looks at him assessingly, drawing a ledger tied on a string from some recess and opening it.

‘You wish to report an intruder, sir. Your address if you please?’

‘Number 15, The Crescent, on the far side of the village. It is my landlady’s house. I lodge there.’

‘Mr Stoker isn’t it, sir?’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘By dad I’m not rightly sure, sir. People talk, I suppose.’

The constable sips gloomily from a chipped enamel mug and riffles through the stiff pages in a methodical way, removing a length of leather strap doing duty as bookmark. The fingers of his right hand are nicotine-umbered.

‘When did this incident occur, sir?’

‘Earlier this morning. Dark fellow, muscular, rather flamboyantly dressed for a man. A middleweight. Felt hat. I happened to look out of my window and saw him in the side garden sort of mooching about.’

‘And then?’

‘Then I opened the window and let him have it.’

‘Verbally, sir?’

‘Of course verbally.’

The constable nods as he writes.

‘Go on, sir. Anything more?’

‘My landlady’s gardener, old Hoggen, has a potting shed there. I saw this character trying the lock and challenged him immediately. He let loose with a few remarks of the sort you can imagine.’

‘Of what nature were the remarks?’

‘Remarks of a filthy and scurrilous stamp. Regarding Protestants and so on. “West-Britons.” He took off pretty sharpish in the direction of the Strand when I told him I had a shotgun in the house.’

‘Have you, sir?’

‘Have I what?’

‘A shotgun in the house.’

‘Had I a shotgun in the house, I would have used it.’

‘Is anything afterbeen took that you know of?’

‘I’m not certain. I don’t believe so. But I was concerned for my landlady and her mother. Her mother is an invalid.’

‘What class of height was our nice friend?’

‘About my own, I should say.’

‘Anything distinguishing about him?’

‘As I mentioned, his clothing. He was rather effeminately dressed. A Latin Quarter hat and a cloak affair with a fur collar.’

‘In Clontarf?’

‘But look here, what concerns me most is that I have seen him hanging about near the gate of the house previously.’

The constable raises his old eyes gravely as though this impartation is important.

‘Excuse me a tick, sir,’ he says, sloping away into the dimly lit office behind him where his fellows are talking and smoking, a cloud of purple dusty smoke. He exchanges mumbles with a colleague, a bullet-headed man who looks as though life has been hard on him. Comes back to the hatch pulling on a raincoat.

‘I’ll stroll up to the house with you and take a gander about, sir.’

‘I say, must you? I am late for my work.’

‘It won’t take but a few minutes. I’ll require you to accompany me if you’d be so good. You’ve made a serious enough charge, after all.’

Now he is walking back up the avenue with the elderly constable at his side. They make small talk about the weather, the birds. The constable is a Galwayman, ‘a blow-in’ as he puts it, and the phrase seems to bounce in the air between them. A limping boy on the way to school with a string of books under his arm glances over his shoulder at the curious duo.

‘And you work inside in the Castle, sir, unless I’m greatly mistaken?’

‘You seem to know a great deal about me.’

‘That’s a place seen a share of suffering, sir, God knows, down the years. Prisoners went into that place and never seen daylight again. Bricked up in the walls. Buried alive. But forgive and forget, that’s what I says myself. Still, there’s a ghost or two walking them battlements, I’ll go bail. Wouldn’t you?’

‘I have never seen one if so.’

‘’Tis more than we see does go on in the world. And what sort of duties would you be having at the Castle, sir, if I may ask?’

‘I am a clerk in the Office of Petty Sessions.’

‘The courts and so on?’

‘Partly.’

‘’Tis a man of the law you are, so, sir. Like myself.’

The constable opens the whiny little gate and walks around the front garden, staring silently at the grave-like mounds of earth, before approaching the potting shed and examining its lock. He tries the bolt a couple of times, wrinkles his nose. Wind moves the branches. A filigree of sunlight surrounds him.

Snapdragons lick their lips. Nettles unfurl. A thicket of briars begins drooling.

‘It was here you saw My Nabs, sir?’ the constable asks. ‘Over here by the door?’

‘Yes.’

‘Quare there’s no boot prints. With the ground being damp.’ He toes at the clay as though the action might uncover something.

‘I saw what I saw.’

‘Certain sure you did, sir. You seen what you seen.’

The constable bends heavily and plucks an object from the flower bed, testing its point with his uncommonly plump fingertips.

Tomatoes in the glasshouse wither open their skins.

‘You’d want to let your garden-man know not to be leaving a dangerous auld yoke like that lying about. That’s a thing could do a body a damage, so it could.’

‘He has been putting up a fence,’ Stoker replies, accepting the leaf-draped twelve-inch wooden stake. The constable lunges towards him, baring small white incisors –

‘MR STOKER.’

Dry-mouthed, hot, he shudders awake at his desk. His superior, Mr Meates, is standing in the door frame like an undertaker come to collect on his bill. A profoundly biblical Ulsterman, he talks with clipped contempt for anything he suspects might be human nature.

‘At what time did you delight us with your appearance this morning, Mr Stoker?’

‘Some time after half past nine, sir.’

‘I am well aware that it was some time after half past nine, Mr Stoker. I have not lost the use of my senses. My question, if you’d be so good – if I do not interrupt your reveries – is how much time after half past nine.’

‘I should say ten or fifteen minutes afterwards, sir. I was detained coming in to the office.’

Mr Meates approaches the desk slowly like a battleship bearing down on a disobedient island. He regards the sheaf of parchments on the blotter, the porcupine of unsharpened quills, the tall stack of files, the overflowing in-drawer, as he purses and unpurses the part of his face where his lips should be.

‘When’s this do you think I was born, Mr Stoker?’

‘Forgive me, I don’t take your meaning, sir.’

‘He doesn’t take my meaning, sir. Isn’t that wild unusual all the same. Wouldn’t you wonder what they do be teaching them in Trinity College nowadays? Lost in the fine web of thought.’

This is another of his superior’s odd mannerisms, the addressing in paraphrase of some invisible third party, the summation of what you’ve just said. When you hear it, you know you are facing sticky going, that it will not be too much longer before he starts yattering on about having known your father.

‘This, Mr Stoker, is a place where governance is practised. Not a doss house or’ – he waves vaguely – ‘an opium den.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘The work we do has importance. That may not always be evident to you, or even to me. But ours is not to question the will of our superiors on the mainland and the sagacity they have displayed in the organisation of our labours.’

Please don’t start on about the bees, Stoker thinks.

‘I wonder if you are at all familiar with apicology, Mr Stoker. Because in a hive, Mr Stoker, everyone plays his part. If he didn’t, the queen would expire. And it falls to you, Mr Stoker, to attend here with punctuality and to give an example to the younger men, of dependability and calm purpose. You will have noticed that there are also a number of women working here, in subservient roles, cleaning, so on. What do you think would happen were the women to be given a poor example?’

‘Chaos, sir.’

‘Chaos, Mr Stoker. They would go out of their minds. And they wouldn’t have far to travel.’

‘Sir.’

‘Do you understand the idea of presence?’

‘I think so, sir, yes.’

‘Not to be away with the faeries when you are paid to be here at your work. Not to be dreaming up nonsenses for your so-called writings in pagan socialistic rags.’

‘If I may say so, sir—’

‘In publications that, so far as I can see, do not have the betterment of white Christian society as we know it as their aim but its overthrowal and replacement by a sort of Zululand-on-the-Liffey. Bananas and anarchy. Bananarchy.’

‘Sir, I—’

‘Do not interrupt me, Mr Stoker. I have seen your literary efforts. Witches and goblins and the dear knows what. You would want to catch a good grip on yourself so you would.’

‘I don’t believe I have ever written a story about a goblin, sir.’

Mr Meates empurples. His eyes are damp.

‘Oh, wild smart, Mr Stoker. A scholar and a wit. What do you think would happen if all of us surrendered to unmanly slackness and acted the layabout whenever we felt like it? If I, for example, remained at home all day, gardening or playing the fiddle or frightening myself? What do you think would happen if I didn’t come in here at all?’

By any standards, an unfair question.

Without waiting for an answer the Lord of the Mummies continues. ‘I knew your father, Mr Stoker. We served many years together here in this office. It is to his intercession, I may tell you plainly, that you owe your position here. I was loath to accept you, I didn’t like the cut of you, but I overruled my better judgement out of loyalty to a man of responsibility and punctilio. A man who did not gamble away the time allotted him by the Almighty consorting with triflers, buffoons and sensualists.’

‘In what way do you feel—’

‘I’d as lief you didn’t grin at me in that supercilious manner, Mr Stoker. Dublin is small. You are a frequenter of the theatre, I am told. Don’t deny it.’

‘I attend the theatre sometimes.’

‘He attends the theatre sometimes. Lucifer’s recruiting station.’

‘If I may say so, sir, I think you’re perhaps taking the matter a little too seriously.’

‘Och and heaven forfend that any of us would do that. It is certainly not a failing that could be ascribed to yourself. Was there ever a woman of thon theatre who was more than two steps removed from harlotry? Think on your father, sir. Think on your end. The theatre is the liar’s house, a seething pit of idolatry. The fifth chapter of Ephesians counsels us plainly: “Have thee no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness but rather reprove them.” How would your father feel to see his son lost to lewd entertainments designed to thrill poor half-wits and the scum of the tenements?’

‘The play I attended most recently was by Shakespeare, sir. Last evening.’

‘And that absolves you?’

‘Shakespeare was a Christian, sir, to the best of my knowledge.’

‘And Satan was one of the angels.’

Mr Meates reverses from the room like Methuselah on a trolley, a vision of admonition in bicycle clips. The other clerks are staring. Glumly they return to their work. Stoker gathers a thick packet of legal files sent up from the provinces and resumes noting the verdicts and sentences. Every fine and imprisonment, each pitiable committal: all must be recorded and processed. Failures, thieveries, libels, late rents, personations, arsons, evictions. A hungry girl in Sligo smashed her hand through a window
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