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​A Brief Foreword
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The attempt at a retro and escapist fiction you’ll find below spans the period beginning with the first decade of the 20th Century and is told backwards from the beginning of the new millennium.

That first decade of the twentieth-century being a time of mores, beliefs, and acceptance of words and attitudes those of us looking back from the vantage-point of these more sensitive times would likely find crass and insensitive to go with their unfairness.

I know I do.

And?

So progress goes – as slow and gradual, not to mention infuriating, as the old Fabians proclaimed it to be – even if the conclusion was reached that the “gradual” was preferable to the “anarchic”, with its stated aims of levelling off before creating a more equable society. Aims we have witnessed in action at both extremes and almost always resulting in the tyranny of the gulag, collective obedience, or the iniquities running hand-in-hand with unchecked authoritarianism of either communist or capitalist ilk. 

And there lies the problem for those of us wanting to deliver a piece of escapist entertainment set in the past - and doing so without ruffling the feathers of those ready to take offense at the depiction of the views and the language given expression during that time.

Not seeing much sense in writing a piece of fiction from a certain period and then having to bowdlerise it in order for it to be acceptable – at least to those in our present-climate who think an Ostrich-approach will somehow sanitise in the present less inclusive views expressed back in the day - I declined that approach. 

What’s to be gained by such a revisionist approach to what we know to have once held true? 

Would renaming the atomic-bomb a powder-puff somehow make the suffering and devastation it delivered less appalling?  

The same goes for those words used back in the less enlightened day to describe certain persecuted minorities.

Though I have no intention of offending simply to garner attention.

The descriptions I refer to those of us today, at least those of us in possession of a couple of working brain-cells and a synapse for them to strike upon, being those the majority of us would rightly take much offense from hearing aimed at another fellow-traveller.

But revisionism, in my view, is neither right nor a solution. The sanitising of which I speak being the kind which tries to make any attempt at a truthful depiction of life as it was lived and spoken in the past seem like either a celebration or approval of the words and beliefs highlighted on the part of the writer or educator doing the depicting. 

So, a warning to those who prefer the revisionist, misleading, and non-controversial approach:

This ain’t it!

Which, you’ll be relieved to know, doesn’t mean I’ve tried to put thoughts and dialogue in the mouths of the characters involved simply to disturb more easily ruffled feathers.

With all that said, I hope you enjoy what is nothing more sinister than an attempt on my part to re-create a piece of escapist fiction after the style and mindset of the masters of the period I’ve – no doubt unsuccessfully - attempted to replicate.

While, hopefully, replicating the kind of language and accompanying social attitudes in use when those “masters” were active.

Theo Hopcraft

Leigh-on-Sea

Essex

December 2023
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​Intro to a Journal
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My name is Ryan Bendixon. 

I’m English, unmarried but currently engaged at the ripe old age of forty-nine. I live in a mews cottage in London’s Lancaster gate, a few steps from the Bayswater Road and Hyde Park itself with Kensington Palace and its gardens a very brief stroll to the west.

A location my younger fiancé, fortunately – seeing as I’ve no desire to give it up, enjoys even more than me.

Like the father who purchased the cottage for me as a gift on my 21st birthday – the much loved parent I buried some eight months ago and continue to miss to the point of physical pain - I’m a writer. Though the three non-fiction efforts I’ve had published have hardly made me a hot-name. Even less have they added to the money left in trust to me by my late-mother and, now, father. 

A father, I say without jealousy but much envy, whose prolific and pseudonymous fictions on the subject of crime were extremely popular back in the day and swelled an already swollen financial portfolio. 

Which, brief but necessary introduction made, brings me to the point of my making it:

Some seven months ago, after my father’s death at the age of eighty-four and just three months on from the resignation of the so-called “Iron Lady” - the “one of us” Tory who did so much to ensure I became the first of my family to vote Labour, or at least own up to doing so – I finally found the wherewithal to gird my loins and look through those personal effects my father left to his only son not requiring permission from probate to find themselves in my possession.

Receipt of my father’s still considerable book royalties and other parts of his estate requiring patience on my part.

Amongst those personal contents I found the journal of a late great-uncle my grandfather had passed down to his son and my father had forwarded to his upon his own death.

A great-uncle’s journal that appeared to me as if it were still - wrapped securely in brown paper and tied across with blue twine - in the exact same condition it had been in when my father and my grandfather before him had initially taken possession of it.

The simple note attached to it in my emotionally supportive but always straightforward and clearsighted father’s hand doing much to motivate and turn me away – at least for now – from the non-fiction I’d been pursuing towards the less rigorous embrace of fiction and the more liberating joys of the imagination itself.

And able to do so without any of the constraints placed upon sexual encounters restricting the writers active at the time in which my great-uncle’s journal was written...

Dear Ryan,

Our goodbyes have already been said and, if you aren’t aware of my feelings for you by now I hardly think a declaration of them on my part - no matter how flowery the language - will effect a difference.

As you know - and taken pains to ignore – I’ve always believed your true calling as a writer is in the less shackled realm of fiction and the imagination and, with my passing, you will now have in your possession what I received from my father by courtesy of his brother and my uncle.

A possession, I hope, that will make you revisit your reluctance to attempt what I believe you’ll find most pleasure doing.

As you know, that uncle and travel-writer of mine was unknown to me, but from what I was told he was as great a snob and self-regarding narcissist as your grandfather was neither of those two. 

Something of a non-aggressive xenophobe too, I was led to believe.

Yet there was much in the journal my father gave to me – and now you - I felt would serve me well as the basis for an entertaining work of fiction; though, obviously, if you are reading this I didn’t manage to utilise it for that purpose.

No matter, the journal belongs to you now and I truly believe it’s found its natural home.

Believe me, Ryan, if you can bring yourself to feel more confidence in the kind of writing requiring a little more trust in your metaphysical decision-making, rather than pursuing an analysis of freely available facts, I’m convinced you’ll make something entertaining of our relative’s journal. And, hopefully, Propel yourself into another sphere of writing likely to be as well-received as it is well-remunerated.

Be assured though, that the latter remains the least important of those considerations in light of the financial good fortune those of our line have always enjoyed.

This is neither demand nor request – and I’m beyond either anyway – but simply a suggestion made to a loved son from a loving father who wants nothing more than his happiness

With all my love and best wishes for your future,

Your father.

Vernon Bendixon.

P.S: When reading the journal – whether you decide to fictionalise it or not – do not be too judgemental of your great-uncle. Snob that He was, he had many qualities and was no less a product of his own time than we are of ours.

...As you are now aware, I did indeed take my father’s advice and pray the efforts you’ll find below don’t contradict the confidence he had that I’d be able to do so.

Ryan Bendixon

20 Upbrook Mews

Lancaster Gate

London

July 1991 
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For some reason, I was the only one who took it in. 

And by the only one, I mean the only passenger aboard the S.S. Bernicia on its return journey from the East who understood he was looking upon a disturbance likely to have a negative impact upon a number of my fellow travellers and, perhaps, even upon the man in the process of taking that disturbance in.

Me.

Staring down from the first-class deck to the quayside below where a number of passengers waited to embark – most of them for steerage by the less than affluent looks of them – I ran my eyes over the rabble about to become a part of our temporary shipboard life and once again considered the irony that a man like myself with a mild but self-professed mistrust of all things and all people not English should make his living as a travel-writer.

The necessary visits to other lands in order to write of them, you’ll have guessed, having done nothing to temper the fondness I felt for my own country. 

Anyhow, gazing down from the deck it was hard not to feel superior to what I was witnessing. Despite the fact the masses queuing below me were brightly coloured and animated, even the vivid hues of their clothing seemed, somehow, soiled. Just like, it must be said, the town and the canal of Port Said I’d visited on many fleeting and transient occasions. Not to mention the country the Port serves that – miracle of the Pharoah’s resting places aside – was scarcely more to my taste. 

To me, only the cloudless blue skies seen all too infrequently back home seemed pristine, while the perennial and unforgiving sunshine in which we were bathed served only to bring the lack of cleanliness and societal disorder it shone down upon into a more stark relief.

Only a little of the above, you’ll understand, finding its way into my popular books on travel - given the tourist-agencies sponsoring my travels insistence that I use my travels to drum up a desire to book passage with them rather than, as I’d prefer myself, remain at home.

Knowing this of me you’ll be in no condition of shock when I tell you the steerage passengers climbing the gangplank in various conditions of excitement seemed to me shabby, sweaty, and pockmarked.

Though, my mood being what it was at that moment, I had to confess also that the few Europeans climbing aboard with them seemed equally greasy and sweaty.

My distaste, however, not explaining the nature of the disturbance I thought I was the only observer to have noticed and not preventing me from turning to the Arab gentleman alongside me on the rail:

“What’s all the agitation about?” I asked, referring to what sounded like a swarm of bees coming from the masses lining the quayside.

The thin and bespectacled man beside me who had only just boarded himself and had introduced himself as Mr. Ahmad Elsayed, smiled and went on to inform me I was not so singular in my perception as I had thought.

“I believe,” he replied, “that we are about to welcome some politician or local celebrity aboard.”

As he said this a group of men dressed in European fashion save for turbans, each of them in the same blood-red, alighted from a motor-coach with a number of veiled women and headed for the gangplank.

They were preceded by an imposing but venerable man I could not take in fully, though I could see enough to know he was in robes and had skin of the darkest Arab hue.

The arrival of both the man and those I took to be his followers increasing the agitation and anticipation of quay-siders and resulting in the kind of hive-like hum of which I just spoke.

This buzz, of what I could only describe as being like a subdued uproar, grew before – for no reason I could ascertain - dying away. 

But it was only when it had faded to nothing that I understood how intense it had been.

My only experience of such a phenomenon having taken place in an Algerian bazaar when – though I was not to know it until later – a presence considered holy of provenance mingled with the unfavoured and unwashed masses.

Then it happened; the inexplicable incident signalling a change of many things in my life.

And not just my own – though I was unaware of it at the time.

What I was seeing without fully understanding was the coming of a new power from the old that would, if no light were shone upon it and it were left unchallenged, set up a base of power back in England to match the influence it exerted in the East.

And from England consolidate itself in the rest of the civilized world.

A power that would affect my own life going ahead in matters social, financial, and – knowing I’ve no intention of this journal being read before my own, censorial in such matters, time is long past – sexually. 

And by sexually I mean in a way that...

Forgive me. I speak of what I know now. 

Not then. 

For at that time my thoughts and those of Mr Elsayed next to me, were startled by a shrill, almost falsetto, scream of terror and maybe even physical torment.

A scream which was lowered to an anguished groan before dissipating and merging with the silence of an equally startled crowd.

“What on earth was that?” I asked my fellow traveller as I watched the crowd part and an imposing dark skinned man climb aboard in possession of an attaché case; though even from the distance of the deck it was easy to see the whiter flesh of his hands that indicated he was neither Egyptian nor hailed from its surrounding regions.

Behind him, the victim, and presumably the source of the scream, was being carried aboard also; too far away for the present, and part hidden by the crowd, for his identity to be identified or even guessed at.

“Stand back, now!” ordered a voice obviously used to exercising authority as the mercifully unconscious man was brought on deck, a few paces from where I looked on with Elsayed upon my shoulder - and upon it with a look of horror on a face as suddenly pale as the epidermis boasting his geographical provenance allowed. 

“A Copt,” I heard my new acquaintance say softly, almost as if to himself, the relevance of his observation unclear to me at that moment as the poor devil passed closer to us and the full horror of what had happened to him made itself plain.

“He’s been butchered!” I uttered aloud as I took in the makeshift tourniquet being applied to his upper left-arm and knotted tight upon it to stop the flow of blood exiting an arm of which nothing remained below the joint connecting forearm and elbow.

Looking about the crowd, I could see nobody in detention for the atrocity – though how a butchery of the kind requiring such immense power and strength could have been performed without a soul amongst the crowd noticing and raising the alarm was a conundrum I found myself at a loss to solve.

Even more perplexing seemed to be the absence of the missing lower-arm!

I nabbed a passing steward and asked him what had happened, even though I knew from my vantage point that I was probably the better informed of the two of us.

“All I know, sir,” he said, accent placing his own provenance as being somewhere in the Scottish Borders, “is that the poor soul was assisting the professor with his luggage.”

“Professor?”

He nodded.

“Professor Cairnforth, sir,” he answered, inclining his head towards the man with dark-facial-skin and the contrasting white hands I’d noticed a few moments earlier.

A man, I noted, still clutching the attaché case to him in what I told myself seemed a somewhat over-protective and defensive fashion..

I gave the steward a nod of thanks and he took off to whatever duties he needed to perform as I examined my thoughts.

Strange thoughts.

Something – other than the missing half of the limb belonging to said professor’s servant – had my antennae bristling.

And, having been proved right in their regard many times in the past, I was not about to ignore what my intuition and subconscious reasoning was fair screaming at me. 

The amputation that had taken place in full view of those on the gangplank and the crowds lining the teeming quayside was singular enough, but I knew with certainty that there was something more.

Something more... far reaching ...behind this act of barbarism performed in full view.

Knowing myself and my curiosity as I did – not to mention winning a story for my next book of travel experiences – I knew I would be attempting to discover just what it was the moment the understandable outcry had died down and I could sneak a few words with its principals.

My self-professed antennae bristling once again when my eyes caught those of a veiled woman clothed in a white-cotton robe from neck-to-foot amidst the train of the man with the red-turbaned followers. 

Eyes that held mine and seemed to be imparting a message to me beyond my ability to translate.

Though I seemed to know with certainty that if ever I did the message would not be of a kind I would find... appealing...

***
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Professor Cairnforth it turned out, when I eventually found a moment to introduce myself, was indeed English and was a much respected scholar and academic on the subject of Eastern religion and mysticism into the bargain.

Like me, another traveller.

Not that this small common-ground in respect of either tourism or nationality won me much in the way of favour when I questioned him:

“The fellow was to my rear, Mr. Bendixon,” he said a little sniffily, the air of superiority he appeared to adopt towards an affluent man from our shared country’s capital something I found baffling, given he was, academic or not, enunciating his words with a strong Mancunian accent that triggered my, perhaps groundless, sense of southern, capital-city, superiority. 

Superiority or not, I concealed my irritation as he went on:

“I’d only just taken my case from his hand while he was carrying a heavier suitcase of my own as well as one belonging to him.”

“Did he have anything to say when he regained his senses?” I asked, not expecting much joy from the inquiry given his terseness so far.

“Not a word,” he said with a shake of the head as he confirmed my assessment of him. “But I did get to see the wound.”

I waited, noting that beneath his air of superiority lurked some kind of disquiet on his part.

“It was a clean cut,” he told me.

Then, more preoccupied, as if saying it to himself:

“A cut like that of a scimitar.”

I nodded, as my thoughts, given the race if not the religion of the butchered servant, took a similar path to those of the professor’s.

Thoughts the man’s next words underpinned:

“I’ve seen many such wounds on my travels, Mr Bendixon. Almost all of them inflicted upon those men unwise enough to have transgressed the laws of classical Sharia. Normally in cases of theft.”

He looked thoughtful before adding:

“Though I’ve yet to see anything quite so... savage ...until today.”

With that, and having nothing further to add or simply not wishing to confide in someone who was, after all, no more than a stranger who shared the same tongue, he bid me good-day and left me to turn my attention to the dark and imposing man of senior years who had also come on-board at Port Said.

A man I had yet to see close up.

It would not be until later, in conversation with Mr. Renton, the Bernicia’s chief officer, that I learned the man who had come aboard with his followers behind him was one, Mr. Mansouri. 

“Most likely an alias,” averred Renton with voice lowered, “not that we’re likely to ever know. Him and his people seem pretty important – at least in Egyptian terms – and have their own women as well as their servants travelling with them.”

His next observation was not one I hadn’t heard before and was not exactly unfamiliar to my own thoughts:

“Though why bother having a woman at one’s side only to keep her in mufti is beyond me. What possible pleasure is there in that?”

I’d given him a small answering smile to satisfy his vanity and he had wandered off as I pondered his “Pretty important” people observation, along with the women in “Mufti” Renton took to be wives. 

As our voyage back to England progressed, however – and unpleasurable female camouflage aside - I began to find my mostly unseen fellow travellers more and more interesting.

As subtly as I could manage, I started making inquiries of others regarding this strange addition to our number, though without managing to engage any of the additions themselves.  

Of course, we were on a ship, so it was obvious I would come across those belonging in the baggage-train of the distinguished one as they went about their duties for him - whatever they might have been. But not once did I catch so much as a glimpse of the man and his inner-circle with the red turbans.

“Just who is Mr. Mansouri?” I’d asked an instantly nervous Elsayed.

“I cannot say,” replied the Egyptian, and I knew instantly that it wasn’t a case of him not knowing but not wanting to tell. A suspicion strengthened when he abruptly changed the subject and enflamed my interest further. A reticence coupled with an evasion that served only to engage and deepen my interest in the mystery of dismemberment suddenly enveloping our seaborne domicile.

So it was one evening, my interest as you know already engaged, that Renton approached me and in a hushed voice suggested I might like to step forward with him.

Indicating he lead the way; I followed him to the forecastle where he bade me stop below it.

Doing as he asked, I waited, puzzled.

He said nothing but also stood and waited.

For a short while we stood in silence and would have made a curious sight had we been observed, I was just about to press him on just why we were standing like two nautical tailor’s dummies when I heard it.

A low and rhythmic chanting of a kind I’d heard during my travels and recognised as the Moslem call to prayer.

But...?

Somehow different.

This was not the credulous and formulaic, but no less atmospheric for that, worship I’d listened to on so many occasions during visits to Muslim countries from Turkey and as far to the east as Afghanistan.

The variation on the chanted theme I was hearing – even as low and barely audible as it was – seemed...

Woeful.

“It’s the lascars,” said Renton, referring to the sailors of Indian and South-Asian origin crewing the ship under the command of its English and European officers. “I’ve been hearing this off and on since our mysterious and reclusive Mr. Mansouri joined us.”

“You think the two are connected?”

“I was thinking along those lines. Though I’m damned if I can work out a reason why. All I know is that things have felt off from the first moment the man set foot on the Bernicia’s gang-plank – and we all know what happened just before he did!”

I nodded, more to throw him a bone of engagement than to acknowledge he had offered anything original.

“I might be jumping to false conclusions,” he offered, thus encouraged, “but I shan’t be in the least sorry to reach Tilbury and see the man and his followers gone.”

***
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The next singular event during the voyage of the Bernicia back to Tilbury and home was the attempt to break open the door of Professor Cairnforth’s stateroom. 

The need to do so explained by the fact that – and in this Cairnforth and I were alike – except for when he was actually in his cabin the Professor made sure to keep his room securely locked.

It was an attempt, unsuccessful
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