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It all began with talk of the vegetable lamb.


I was ten years of age at the time and lived with my
family, mother, the daddy and younger brother Andy, in Moby Dick Terrace,
Brentford. The terrace no longer exists, demolished as it was in the
nineteen-sixties, to make way for those six tower blocks that now scar the
Brentford skyline. My brother and I recall the terrace, as well we might for
the memories mostly are joyous. But strange to tell, a recent study of pre-war
Brentford maps, discovered by my brother at a car boot sale, disclosed no
street by the name of Moby Dick Terrace.


I have pondered long and hard, but I cannot explain
that.


My brother’s suggestion is that the daddy might have
had something to do with it. He was a renowned practical joker and although a
carpenter by trade he did have this obsession with whaling. Even as I write
these words I have before me upon my desk the whale’s tooth the daddy gave me
when I was five years old. It came to me in company of a fabulous tale of
adventure, involving the daddy prising it from the jaw of the slaughtered
beast, during one of his many (and now clearly mythical) whaling voyages. My
father’s tall stories inspired me to write and I am grateful to him.


So then, regarding that vegetable lamb. Let me tell
you the tale as it came.


The year was nineteen sixty-one and the daddy had
taken me to an exhibition at the British Museum.


 


AN EXHIBITION OF


FORGERIES AND
DECEPTIVE COPIES


HELD IN THE DEPARTMENT OF PRINTS
AND DRAWINGS.


 


I still have the catalogue of the exhibition and the
photographs of the exhibits that the daddy took (I tend to hang onto things,
me). There were oriental manuscripts on display, coins and medals, an
‘Etruscan’ sarcophagus of dubious provenance and a ‘cabinet of rarities’.


It was the cabinet of rarities that drew our
greatest attention. Contained within was a unicorn’s horn (lent by Sir Kenneth
Clark), a mandrake root, a mummified mermaid (from the collection of Professor
Sir Alister Hardy) and the Vegetable Lamb of Tartary, which had been displayed
by Sir Hans Sloane before the Royal Society in sixteen ninety-eight.


Considering its age, it looked very fresh and
lifelike.


It also looked like just what it was, a four
‘legged’ root that vaguely resembled a lamb.


According to the daddy, this vegetative prodigy was
introduced to the Western World through the published memoirs of Sir John
Mandeville. Sir John, a noble and retired knight of the realm, wrote of his
travels. And it did have to be said that he had certainly ‘been there’ and
‘done that’.


He had rubbed shoulders with centaurs, cyclopeans
and cynocephalics. Men that had tails and men without heads. He had viewed
Noah’s Ark upon the peak of Mount Ararat and visited a lake in Ceylon which was
filled with the tears of Adam and Eve after they had been cast out of Eden.
Curiously one of the few things that he hadn’t actually seen was a vegetable
lamb. Although he did eat some and did touch a fleece. And he heard tell all
about it from a man who had seen a lamb grow.


It was the spawn of a long-stemmed plant that grew
in the wilds of Tartary. A great pod developed upon this stem, eventually
opening to reveal the lamb within. The tiny creature resembled its animal
counterpart in all but its hooves, which appeared to be stiff hairs that
clustered to form hoof-like shapes. The vegetable lamb lived a short and dismal
life. Tethered to the plant’s stem as if it were an umbilicus (although one
that provided no nutrition whatsoever, instead only fateful captivity), the
creature grazed upon the grass within its limited circle of movement. Once it
had eaten all the grass it simply starved to death.


Very sad.


Or indeed, and this was more likely, the lamb was
eaten by predators that found its flesh delicious. So, starved to death, or
devoured by wolves, not a life to be envied.


I looked hard at the lamb in the cabinet of
rarities. It did have those little hairy hooves and it did seem
to have a tiny mouth. And it would be all withered and root-like if it
had starved to death.


I looked up at the daddy and asked, ‘Do you think
that it might have been real?’


The daddy smiled and nodded too. ‘I believe it so.’


‘And what of that mermaid?’ I asked.


And the daddy shrugged. ‘I have seen many such
things,’ he said. ‘Especially during my travels in the Orient.’


‘I don’t think you’ve told me of those,’ I said.


‘But I will.’


‘So do you think that the mermaid might be real?’


The daddy smiled again and said, ‘Opinions vary
widely. It is most commonly believed that specimens such as the one you see
there are cunningly constructed from the body of a monkey and tail of a fish.’


‘It does look very convincing,’ I said.


‘And so it should. Because I hold to the unique
conviction that its upper parts are those of the monkey and its lower
parts the fish. It is an otherwise undiscovered species of ocean-dwelling ape.’


I had read of that theory somewhere before, but
being the polite little boy that I was, I did not say so to the daddy.


‘You believe that?’ said I.


‘I do. And I also believe in the vegetable lamb.
Because I myself have seen one.’


Now this did come as something of a revelation. And,
as at that time I could not distinguish fact from fancy when it came to the
tales my father told, I enjoined him to, ‘Go on.’


‘When I was young,’ the daddy said, ‘I was a
farmer’s boy. Your grandfather held lands to the south of Brentford where the Rank
Xerox building now stands. We had a complement of chickens and a brace of
porker pigs. Our chickens’ eggs found favour with the gentry and I delivered
them to many of the fine houses that still stand proudly in the Butts Estate.’


I sighed just a little, as I loved to hear the daddy
talk.


‘Six eggs a week to Professor Slocombe,’ said the
daddy. ‘And only speckled, not brown. A most particular man, the Professor. And
four eggs, brown, to her ladyship each Saturday. Lady Agnes Rutherford, as fine
a lady as was ever nobly born. It was in her kitchen garden that I saw the
Borametz.’


‘The Borametz?’ I queried. For I was without
understanding.


‘That is the true name of the vegetable lamb.
Otherwise Cibotium barometz as Sir Hans Sloane categorised it.’


‘And you saw one alive?’ I said.


‘Two,’ said the daddy. ‘Her ladyship was trying to
breed them to present at the Chelsea Flower Show. I think they would have
caused quite a sensation, don’t you?’


I nodded, in thought, and agreed.


‘Cat got ‘em,’ said the daddy, all of a sudden. ‘A
giant feral tom cat. Whose offspring they say still roams the allotments at
night.’


I gave a shudder. We Brentford children all knew of
the Giant Feral Tom. A ferocious beasty that prowled the St Mary’s allotments
during the hours of darkness. No right-thinking Christian boy took a short cut
through the allotments after the sun went down.


‘Eaten by a tom cat,’ I said. ‘What a pity.’


‘A very great pity,’ the daddy said. ‘Her
ladyship had told me that when they bred, I might have one for a pet.’


‘I need to go for a wee wee now,’ I told the daddy,
as all the excitement of his tale had made me want to go.


After I’d been, and washed my hands, the daddy and I
left the British Museum. We crossed the road and entered the Atlantis Bookshop,
where the daddy introduced me to the proprietor, a gentleman who still
possessed the bouncing cheques of Mr Aleister Crowley.


‘The boy has an interest in the Vegetable Lamb of
Tartary,’ said the daddy.


The proprietor, old and grey and tall and pale and
possessed of a wonderful velvet smoking cap and a calabash pipe that puffed
delicious smoke, nodded gravely and brought down from a high shelf a large and
leather-bound volume which he opened before us on his desk.


‘De Varietate Rerum by Girolamo Cardano,’ he
said, leafing carefully through the vellum pages. ‘Ah, here and so,’ and he
pointed.


It was a beautiful illustration, executed in pen and
colour wash. A perfect little lamby creature growing from a stem. A chap with a
sword stood guard beside it. Or perhaps he did not stand guard, perhaps he was
simply waiting until the artist had completed his life study, before swinging
his sword to end the creature’s pitiable existence, before carting it home for
the pot.


‘Do you think that there are any still living?’ I
asked.


The proprietor sadly shook his head. ‘They are
fripperies of a more magical time,’ he told me. ‘When such things were accepted
to be true, because they were true. But there came an Age of
Enlightenment, which I am assured by those who claim to speak with authority,
we still enjoy. Mandrakes and mermen and vegetable lambs can have no life in an
age such as ours, I regret.’


‘But, my daddy –’ I said, but the daddy stopped me
dead. 


‘We must go,’ said he, ‘or we will miss our bus.’


I shook the hand of the tall pale man.


And never saw him again.


 


My mother was flattening lard with her red enamelled
rolling pin, when we got home (God bless you, Don Van Vliet) and we settled
down to a tea of baked sprout pie. After tea my father went off to dig on his
allotment patch. Something he did almost nightly, which to me spoke loudly of
his fearlessness for tom cats. I think my father worked hard upon his allotment
patch, although but for the sprouts we never saw the fruits of his labour. The
hard work clearly went to his legs though, for often he returned home walking
crookedly and sometimes fell down and even slept in the hall.


Mother went out to gather washing from the line,
leaving my brother and me to play with our lead soldiers under the kitchen
table.


I have written before of my brother Andy, of his
penchant for animal impersonation and the curious ways he had about him. But at
the time I write of here he was but six years old and seemed to me the same as
any other infant lad.


‘We saw a vegetable lamb today at the British
Museum,’ I told my brother Andy.


‘I was a fish today,’ said Andy. ‘A flounder and I
spent all day in the bath.’


‘Didn’t you get very cold?’ I asked my brother.


‘Mum poured hot water from the kettle over me.’ Andy
displayed his scaldings and let me pick at the skin.


‘What is a vegetable lamb?’ he asked at last.


‘It’s a lamb that grows on a plant,’ I informed him.
‘Its technical name is Shy-bottom Barry Mex.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Andy, picking too. ‘I’ve seen one of
those.’


‘I don’t think you have,’ I told him. ‘Not in this
Age of Enfrightenment.’


‘I have seen one too,’ said Andy. ‘It grows on a
long stalk and walks about in a circle bleating softly.’


I was somewhat shocked by Andy’s words.


‘You really saw it?’ I said. ‘But where?’


‘In an old lady’s garden,’ said Andy. ‘I kicked my
ball over her wall by accident and climbed after to get it. The garden was very
overgrown, but I saw the little lamb on the stalk.’


‘And when did this happen? And where?’


‘The lady’s called Rutherford,’ said my brother.
‘She lives on the Butts Estate.’
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There was nothing for it, of course, I had to
see that lamb!


‘Let’s go now,’ I said to my brother.


‘We’re not allowed,’ said he. ‘Mummy won’t let us
out after tea. And the lady said if I ever came back she’d cut off my little
winky.’


‘Oh,’ said I.


‘What is a winky?’ asked Andy.


‘Never you mind about that.’


‘We can go tomorrow,’ said Andy. ‘I am going to be a
fish in the canal tomorrow.’


‘That’s not a good idea,’ I said and I patted my
brother’s head. ‘You could drown in the canal, the water is very deep.’


‘Don’t be silly. Fish can’t drown.’ My brother
sucked a lead soldier. ‘These taste very nice indeed,’ he added.


‘You show me the lady’s house tomorrow,’ I said.
‘And I will climb over her wall.’


‘What if she cuts off your winky?’


‘She won’t.’


‘What is a winky anyway?’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said.


‘Do you know what one is?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘Then tell me what, or I won’t show you which house
is the lady’s.’


‘Hm,’ I went. ‘Then it’s your littlest finger.’


‘Thank goodness for that,’ said my brother.
‘I thought she meant my penis.’


 


I confess that I did not sleep well. And it was not
for fear of emasculation. It was all too good to be true, you see, too much of
a happenstance. Such a coincidence was unlikely at best, and ludicrous at
worst. A vegetable lamb? Here in Brentford? In nineteen sixty-one? And my
brother had actually seen it? Should I tell the daddy?


Downstairs I heard the front door open and the
sounds of the daddy falling into the hall.


 


There were sprouts again for breakfast in our little
house. They were shredded and fried and served to us as bacon. But we saw
through this deception.


‘Will you be off to your sawing of wood today,
Sauce?’ asked my mum of the daddy. She called him Sauce and he called her Mac
and they stayed forever in love.


‘I will,’ said the daddy, finishing his ‘bacon’ and
having a lick at his plate. ‘We are on the upper deck now, but there is still a
long way to go.’


I mentioned earlier that Sir John Mandeville had
claimed to have seen Noah’s Ark. The daddy too was working on an ark. A
gentleman in Ealing who possessed the gift of prophecy, and also a large
inheritance from an aunt, had commissioned the daddy to help him construct a
vessel of truly biblical proportions, in which he intended to house ‘two of
every kind’. The gentleman had grown a large beard and had become something of
a celebrity, doing interviews with the local press and even one with the BBC,
which we looked forward to seeing. Many onlookers gathered each day with
deckchairs and packed lunches and cheered on the work in progress.


I asked the daddy regarding the ‘two of every kind’.
The daddy said that ‘the two’ so far consisted of two gerbils and one tom cat.
Later there were no gerbils at all, as the tom cat had eaten them up. It was,
explained the daddy, a long term and on-going project which would hopefully see
him employed for a number of years to come.


‘And what of you two?’ asked my mother, gazing at
Andy and I.


‘We are going down to the Seaman’s Mission,’ I said.
‘To help out the poor and needy.’


‘Then take your scarves,’ my mother said. ‘For it
can get bitter down there.’


My mother was one of the last true believers in the
Brentford Microclimate. That all the climates and all the world’s weather were
to be found somewhere in Brentford at any given time. This particular belief
system left me baffled, for I felt that it was one that could be disproved
simply by taking a walk through the borough, with or without your scarf.


But so many things have changed since then, perhaps
my mother was right.


‘We might visit the canal,’ I told my mother.


‘Bound to be froze over,’ was her reply.


I peered towards the unwashed scullery window. Streams
of summer sunlight pierced through cracks in the grime.


‘I’d best take my gloves too then,’ I said, for as I
also mentioned earlier, I was always polite.


Andy rose from the breakfasting table and fell
heavily to the floor. He had sellotaped his ankles together and glued a
cardboard facsimile of a fish’s tail to his socks. I dragged him into our neat
front parlour, then went to find our scarves.


It was August and we were on our summer holidays.
Most days we adventured in Gunnersbury Park. But if the rain fell heavily, as
it so often did (something to do with the Russians, my mother assured me), Andy
would be sent up to his room and I to my granddad’s where he told me Rainy
Tales.


Today the sun blazed down upon Brentford and we grew
quite hot in our scarves.


I pushed my brother along in his old pushchair. A
short-sighted lady in a straw hat gave us a penny for the guy. The penny was a
shilling and so we spent it on Jubblys. We both had big orange juice stains
around our mouths by the time we reached the Butts Estate. But that was a
fashionable affectation for schoolboys back in the day and no one even looked
twice.


‘That’s where the lady lives,’ said my brother,
pointing with a grubby unwashed paw. ‘But beware your winky,’ he added. A very
nice turn of phrase.


Before us stood a tall imposing house. It was a
grand and Georgian affair, probably built like many of the others on profits
from tea and slavery. But this one stood out slightly from the rest as it had
gone to seed. Grandeur usually crumbles with dignity and the ruination that
clouded the features of this once-proud abode did so in an artful manner which
was somewhat appealing.


‘And that is the wall you climbed?’ I asked,
pointing with my well-washed hand, with its dirtless finger nails.


‘I climbed up the ivy,’ said Andy. ‘I was a monkey
that day. A purple macaque, with short tail and cheek pouches.’


‘Very nice too,’ I recalled the impersonation. ‘I
shall go and knock on the door, you wait here for me.’


‘Knock on the door?’ cried my brother. ‘What
about your winky?’


‘Enough of this winky-talk, please. I shall knock on
the door and if the lady answers I will tell her that it is Bob-a-Job week and
that I am a boy scout come to tidy her garden.’


‘And what if she does not answer?’


‘Then she will be out and I will shin over the wall.
And you,’ and I pointed hard at my brother, ‘will give a good loud
monkey call if you see her coming back, so as to warn me. All right?’


Andy shook his head very hard and said it could not
be done.


‘And why on Earth can it not be done?’ I asked him
in reply.


‘Because I am a fish,’ said Andy. ‘And fishes do not
do monkey talk.’


‘Ah,’ said I. ‘And that is where you are wrong. Some
do. Yesterday I saw a merman at the British Museum. Half a monkey and half a
fish, now what do you think of that?’


‘I will gibber,’ said Andy. ‘As a merman might.’


I left my brother in the pushchair and marched to
the lady’s front door. I will not pretend that I am of a courageous
disposition. On the contrary, I am rather a timid fellow. Cautious, shall we
say. I like to plan ahead and not to take unnecessary risks. Flight, rather
than, fight, for me.


The door seemed to lack for a knocker. The bell pull
was rusted in. I stood back and stroked my chin and then I kicked that door. No
sound came at all from within so I kneeled down and pushed upon the letter box.


A once grand hall with a threadbare carpet and
ancient dusty pictures on the walls. I kicked the door some more very hard and
then peeped again through the letterbox. An empty house has a special empty
sound. It is a hard, soundless sound to hear, or not hear, because in
order to not hear it you must first enter the house. Which means that it is no
longer empty. And so will not not-sound the same.


You could not-hear it through the letterbox though.


‘There is no one at home,’ said I.


I turned towards my brother and raised a thumb. Andy
shrugged and did fin-flapping finger motions. I shook my head and sighed.


Then, having looked to the left and the right and
waited until an elderly gentleman in a hacking jacket and kilt ambled from
sight, I scrambled up the ivy and onto the garden wall.


And here I caught my trouser seat upon the broken
glass that had been cemented onto the top of that wall. The broken glass that
my brother Andy had neglected to mention. There was some tearing of trouser,
some screaming from myself and with the use of a swearing word I fell very
painfully into the lady’s garden.


My brother had, and has, a most distinctive laugh. It
has brought violence to him on occasions over the years. When he has too
publically employed it in order to express his delight at others’ misfortunes.
That laugh followed me over the wall. I groaned bitterly.


And I fell into nettles, which had also escaped his
mention. I used the word ‘bastard’ and used it through gritted teeth.


My trousers were ruined and there was blood on my
bottom, I got up and rubbed at myself. I had nettle stings all over my hands
and there was not a dock leaf to be seen.


I was on the verge of having a cry, when I espied
the lamb.


It was there, right there in the corner of the
garden, tethered by its long dark stalk and looking all forlorn. It was bigger
than the one at the British Museum and unexpectedly to me, a very vivid green.
It looked in my direction and bleated plaintively. And I forgot about my
wounded bum and nettle stings and stared at that sad little creature and felt
so desperately sorry.


It was all alone in this overgrown garden. A being
from another age. An age of magic and wonder. And it had almost eaten all the
grass and leaves within its limited reach. A day or two more perhaps and it
would fade into compost. Really heart-breakingly sad.


I looked at the lamb and the lamb looked back at me.


‘Hello little man,’ I said softly.


The lamb gave a sorry bleat.


‘You’re all right now,’ I told it. ‘You will not
die. I will look after you. I will feed you cabbage and lettuce and sprouts.’


The lamb gave a dear little yawn.


‘I’ll dig you out by the roots,’ I said. ‘Carefully
pot you up and carry you home. And I will protect you from tom cats and I will
–’


‘What will you do?’ came an old cracked voice. ‘Just
what will you do?’


I turned to find a tall gaunt lady staring down at
me. She was a very ancient lady and wore an old-fashioned frock and pince-nez
spectacles.


‘What will you do?’ she asked again
and pointed at me with a very large pair of scissors.


‘I will love him,’ I said to the lady. Quite
surprising myself. ‘I will love him and not let him die.’


Then my heart seemed to beat very fast.


And I sank to my knees.


And fainted.
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I awoke in an old battered chair in a room that
smelled strongly of lavender. The tall gaunt lady leaned over me and asked if I
would like some lemonade. I felt rather giddy. Then I felt at myself.


‘You are all intact,’ she said, making
scissor-snapping movements with her fingers. ‘But you are a naughty little
boy.’


‘I feel there are extenuating circumstances,’ I
said. For I had recently learned these words and now seemed the time to use
them.


‘Oh,’ said the lady. ‘Are there really? Are there
really indeed?’


‘I came to save the life of the lamb,’ I said and
the lady nodded thoughtfully.


‘I’ll go and get some lemonade,’ she said.


 


She left me all alone in that old room and I could
of course have taken to my heels. And I wonder, perhaps whether this was her
intention. But I stayed instead and just sat there and looked all around and
about. I sniffed too at the lavender which peeped from pots and vases.


You can of course tell much about a person by
sitting in their living room and gazing around and about. You can ‘deduce’ as
Mr Holmes would say. Not that I was ever really a fan of Sherlock Holmes; I
never found his adventures very exciting.


I have always been a Lazlo Woodbine man myself. The
daddy introduced me to his books, written by Brentford’s most famous man of
letters, Mr P. P. Penrose. Lazlo Woodbine was a modern detective. A nineteen-fifties
all-American genre private eye. He wore a trench coat and a fedora and carried
a trusty Smith & Wesson in his shoulder holster. He drank Jack Daniels and
bottles of Bud and he smoked strong cigarettes.


And being the true professional he was he only
worked four locations. His office, where clients came to call. A bar named
Fangio’s, where he chewed the fat with the barman and always met the dame that
would do him wrong. An alleyway where he got into sticky situations and a rooftop
where he would have a final showdown with the criminal, who would inevitably
take the big plunge over the edge.


With Laz you could expect copious amounts of sex and
violence, a trail of corpses balanced by a fair degree of wholesome trench coat
humour. And all in the first person only, that’s how Laz did business.


He never did much deducing though, he always
preferred to beat the truth out of his suspects.


So I could not apply the methods of my favourite
fictional detective here and I really don’t know why I mentioned him at all.
Perhaps just to fill time until my lemonade arrived. That would probably be it.


My lemonade arrived upon a silver tray with a doily
and even had two lumps of ice jingling in the top.


‘This is a lovely room,’ I said to the lady. And, ‘Thank
you,’ too, as I accepted my lemonade.


‘How polite,’ the lady said, seating herself and
smoothing out the folds in her faded frock. ‘So what do you like best about my
lovely room?’


I had a sip of the lemonade. It tasted somewhat
bitter. ‘I like –’ and I gave the room a good glance, ‘I like that monkey
there.’ The monkey was a fine-looking fellow. Stuffed and mounted within a high
glass dome. He wore a velvet smoking cap that reminded me of the one worn by
the gentleman in the Atlantis Bookshop, a red tail coat, morning trousers,
starched shirt with a high collar, shoes with spats and an oriental waistcoat.
His glass-eyed stare looked somewhat forlorn, but his big teeth showed in a
grin.


‘Ah,’ said the lady and smiled a thin smile.
‘Dawkins, the monkey butler. He served my father many years ago.’


I had another sip of lemonade. This second sip
seemed nicer than the first. ‘If I was ever ship-wrecked on a desert island,’ I
said. ‘I would have a monkey butler. And a gorilla for a bodyguard. And I would
ride on a turtle’s back and live in a fine tree house.’


The lady raised a snowy eyebrow. ‘You have clearly
given the matter considerable thought,’ she said.


‘I am a boy scout,’ I said, though I wasn’t. ‘So I must
be prepared.’


‘You were not very prepared when you climbed over my
wall. You tore your trousers and fell in the nettles.’


I frowned a little and thought of my brother’s
laughter. But then he was now sitting out in the sun, while I was in here
drinking lemonade and engaging in sophisticated conversation with a member of
the aristocracy. Rather fitting too, I thought. I was so clearly a cut above my
brother.


‘Was your daddy a lordship?’ I asked. ‘To have a
monkey butler.’


‘He was a famous man,’ said the lady. ‘That is his
portrait there.’ She gestured with a fragile hand towards a great oil painting.
It hung above the fireplace, enclosed within a massive gilded frame. A
gentleman with a stern yet friendly face was posed before a fireplace. Indeed
the very fireplace over which the portrait hung. He held in one hand a book
entitled Calculus, the other rested upon the shoulder of Dawkins the
monkey butler.


‘Gosh,’ was all I had to say, as nothing else would
do.


‘His name was Ernest Rutherford,’ said the lady. ‘He
was a chemist and scientist and he won a Nobel Prize.’


‘My daddy won the Victoria Cross,’ I said. ‘For
fighting Germans in the war.’


‘Really?’ said the lady. ‘Is it like this one?’ She rose
and drifted like a ghost across the lavendered room, reached into a
glass-fronted cabinet and bought out something for me to see.


It was a truly beautiful something.


A medal, in the form of a cross of bronze, with a
crown and a lion upon it, and a motto ‘For Valour’ in raised bold letters
beneath. It was affixed to a yellow silk ribbon and lay upon velvet in a black
leather box. 


‘Gosh,’ was all I had to say once more.


‘Put down your lemonade and take it out of its box,’
said the lady. ‘It hasn’t seen daylight for many many years.’


I put down my lemonade and lifted it carefully. It
was remarkably heavy for its size. I was very impressed.


‘Did your daddy win it for fighting Germans?’
I asked.


‘Turn it over,’ the lady said. ‘And see what is on
the back.’


I turned the medal gently and saw small letters
neatly engraved upon it.


‘Read aloud,’ the lady said and so I read aloud.


‘For Agnes Rutherford,’ I read. ‘For valour in the
face of an evil foe.’


I looked up at the lady and said, ‘I thought your
daddy was Ernest.’


‘He was,’ the lady nodded her head. ‘I
am Agnes Rutherford.’


‘Gosh’ was losing its charm for me, so I said, ‘Crikey’
instead. And then I said, ‘But you are surely a –’


‘Lady?’ said the lady. ‘I do believe that I am.’


‘I am only young,’ I said. ‘But I do know that
ladies did not fight in the war. They built bombs and aeroplanes and dug
turnips in the countryside. But they didn’t have guns and didn’t shoot any
Germans.’


‘I didn’t win it in the war,’ said the lady. ‘Although
it was a sort of war, I suppose.’


She took the medal from me, returned it to its box
and returned both box and medal to the cabinet. Then she took herself to the
window and gazed out into the garden lying beyond.


I had another sip at my lemonade and a bit more of a
glance about the room. There were a great many stuffed animals in tall domes of
glass and many old school books in high book cases. Paintings there were, some
it seemed of the lady when she was young. Very pretty the lady had been, and
though she was old she was still quite pretty now. There were a number of
curious things around and about in the room, which I did not recognise for what
they were. Bits of ancient machinery, possibly odd kinds of weaponry?


The lady suddenly turned from the window. ‘You
should go,’ she said.


I saw that she had tears in her eyes.


‘What is the matter?’ I asked.


‘Memories,’ the lady said. ‘Nothing for you to worry
your young head about. You must go now, I have things to do.’


I finished my lemonade and got myself up from the
battered old chair. Then I thought of the vegetable lamb.


‘Can I go out through the garden?’ I asked.


‘No you cannot,’ said the lady.


‘Could I just say goodbye to the lamb then?’


The lady mopped a tear from her eye with a lacy
handkerchief. A little smile appeared upon her lips. ‘You can say goodbye to
the lamb,’ she said. ‘And you can come and visit it again if you like.’


‘I would like that very much,’ I said.


‘But please do not try to steal it, or else,’ and
she made those snip-snip motions once more with her fingers.


‘I won’t,’ I said.


‘Then promise.’


‘I promise I won’t.’


‘And promise too that you will not tell anyone about
it. It must be our secret, do you understand?’


‘Not really,’ I said.


‘Then I will explain to you next time you come.’


‘Tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Can I come tomorrow?’


The lady smiled broadly. ‘You can,’ she said. ‘At
ten o’clock sharp. And knock on my door with your knuckles. I did not like all
that kicking you did before.’


 


After saying goodbye to the vegetable lamb, Lady
Agnes Rutherford VC showed me to her front door. I shook her slender hand
before I left. Andy was not where I had left him and so I went in search
of my wayward sibling.


But I would return to the lady’s house the next day.


Bringing too some sprouts for the vegetable lamb.
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Keeping a secret can at times be tricky.


Especially if it’s a really big secret. Something
that you would truly like to boast about knowing. But I kept my promise to Lady
Agnes and even when I was later in the ambulance and the nurse, who was trying
to resuscitate my brother, demanded to know why I had not been looking after
him and had left him to drown in the canal, I remained true to my word.


Andy survived, although they did have to pump out
his stomach. I was asked why his ankles were sellotaped together, but I
was not going to get my brother in trouble by letting on that he had been
impersonating a fish in a public canal.


I made up a plausible tale about gangsters and how
they had kidnapped Andy, thinking him to be one of their own who had broken one
of their many unwritten laws.


The nurse said that she would be having words with my
mother. I wasn’t very keen on that and told the nurse we were orphans.


‘Homeless and unloved,’ I said. ‘And craving only a
crust of bread to keep our souls joined to our bodies.’


The nurse said she would speak to my father too.


The nurse said she lived three doors up from us and
knew the daddy well.


Things did not look too promising for me. I wondered
whether now might be the time to leave home and make my own way in the world.
Perhaps join a travelling circus or sign aboard a liner bound the distant East.


But as it was, I really shouldn’t have worried.


For when Andy and I returned home later in the day
there was a lot of fuss going on at our house and no one paid any heed at all
to us.


The bailiffs were paying one of their regular visits
and my mother had barricaded herself in and could be seen at an open bedroom
window, with hands raised high calling down the wrath of God onto the heads of
the bailiffs. 


We had tea at Granddad’s house that night.


 


Granddad’s house was two doors up from our own, right
next door to that of the ambulance nurse. Granddad had seen wartime service in
Burma and preferred not to speak of it. He had often shown us his medals
though, but there was not a VC amongst them.


I liked Granddad’s house very much, it was a lot
like ours but filled with interesting objets d’art. As with Lady Agnes,
my granddad had many stuffed things under glass domes. He possessed the
shrunken head of a Jivaro tribesman and a human skeleton that stood by his
scullery window.


My brother and I ate a tea of cakes while Granddad drank
brown ale from a pewter tankard.


‘So what have you been up to?’ asked my granddad.


‘Nothing at all,’ I said in reply. ‘We are good
boys, us.’


‘I was not accusing you of anything. I just wondered
how you were spending your summer holidays.’


‘Mostly helping the poor,’ I said.


But Granddad raised his eyebrows.


‘Mostly getting in trouble, I’ll bet,’ said he and
he laughed a little too when he said it, which made his dentures rattle.


‘Might I ask you a question, Granddad?’ I asked. ‘For
you know so very much.’


‘Is it a matter of fish?’ asked my granddad, looking
hard at my brother.


I shook my head and said it was all about medals.


Granddad nodded his old baldy bonce. ‘What is your question?’
said he.


‘It’s about the Victoria Cross,’ I said. ‘Has a lady
ever won one?’


Granddad now looked hard at me. ‘Now why would you
ask that?’ was what he said.


‘We are doing a project at school,’ I said, bravely.


Granddad shook his head.


‘Did a lady win one?’ I asked in my politest voice.


Granddad smiled a great big smile and nodded his
head once more.


‘For valour in the face of an evil foe?’ I asked and
Granddad clapped his hands.


‘So you’ve met Lady Agnes,’ he said.


I bit my lip and did not say yes.


‘Or perhaps someone told you of her.’


‘Yes that was it,’ I smiled at my granddad and he
smiled back at me.


‘Would you like me to tell you the story?’ he said.
‘It is quite an adventure.’


I said I would, but my brother said no, he felt
rather sick and he just wanted his bed.


‘You can sleep on the box ottoman,’ said my granddad
and he fetched a colourful blanket and tucked Andy in for the night.


‘Let us sit in my front parlour,’ Granddad said to
me.


My mother’s shoutings were growing fainter as she
was losing her voice. Granddad turned up the gas lamp and pulled the curtains
shut. He settled down in his wicker chair and I sat before him on a Persian
pouffe.


‘I wonder how much I should tell you,’ he said. ‘I
wonder how much she wants to tell you herself.’


‘I do not understand your words,’ I said.


‘Well, you have clearly visited her and she has
clearly shown you her medal. I wonder, did she perhaps invite you back?’


I shrugged and nodded my youthful head. You couldn’t
slip much past Granddad.


‘I expect she would like to tell it her way,’ he
said. ‘But let me tell you this. When she was young, in nineteen twenty-seven,
I think it was, Lady Agnes performed a great deed for the British Empire and
Queen Victoria gave her that medal you saw.’


I shook my head sadly at this. ‘I do not think that
is right,’ I said. ‘For Queen Victoria died in nineteen hundred and one. We did
do Queen Victoria as a project.’


‘In the version of history you have been told,’ said
my granddad, digging his pipe from his waistcoat and beginning the complicated
procedures that were to be gone through prior to lighting it. ‘But that version
of history is not the one that Lady Agnes and myself lived through.’


‘Again you speak words of mystery to me,’ I said.


‘Let us take Queen Victoria,’ Granddad replied,
tamping tobacco with a nicotined thumb. ‘Born in eighteen nineteen, came to the
throne in eighteen thirty-seven, died in nineteen hundred and one, according to
your history books.’


I watched as my granddad made ritualistic and
devotional movements with his pipe towards the statue of Ganesha that stood on
his mantelshelf. ‘She did not die until nineteen thirty-three,’ he said. ‘And
in nineteen twenty-seven she and indeed the entire British Empire were engaged
in celebrating her ninetieth year on the throne.’


‘But how could that be?’ I asked of my granddad.
‘How could she live so long?’


‘Magic,’ said my granddad and he winked at me. ‘A
magic that is now all lost and gone.’


‘There’s little bits of magic left,’ I said, as I
thought of the vegetable lamb.


‘Little bits perhaps, my boy. But once we thrived
upon it.’


‘Tell me of this magic then, please Granddad.’


The ancient fellow now rose from his seat and turned
in a small neat circle. Gently tipping the bowl of his pipe to each of the
cardinal points whilst reciting a curious charm to ward off the curse of the
werewolf.


When this was done he re-seated himself. ‘Magic,’ he
said to me. ‘Ah magic. Let me tell you that back in those days, in the history
that I inhabited, there was magic all around. Did you know that everyone
has their very own holy guardian angel?’


‘My mother has mentioned it many times,’ I said.
‘She says that I have one, but it won’t speak to me because I am such a naughty
boy.’


My granddad, who was lighting his pipe, laughed into
the smoke. ‘Your mother has certain issues,’ he said. ‘We will not speak of
them here. But back in nineteen twenty-seven we were all in touch with our holy
guardian angels. Bad people of course ignored the advice of theirs, others
listened carefully and did what their angels told them.’


I sniffed at the smoke from my granddad’s pipe, and
recognised the smell at once. It was the same blend of tobacco as that smoked
by the gentleman at the Atlantis Bookshop.


‘I’ll tell you a funny story,’ said my granddad.
‘About holy guardian angels and suchlike. In the nineteen-twenties when I was a
young man, young women were becoming emancipated and some of them were becoming
a bit too emancipated. They were very naughty ladies, very flighty
ladies, very loose of morals,’ my granddad winked. ‘Some of them carried on in
an outrageous fashion, the one I will tell you about now certainly did. Her
name was Lily and she was a pretty thing. She was also a very dishonest thing
with next to no conscience at all. And let me tell you this, my young fellow,
the voice of your conscience is actually the voice of your holy guardian angel.
So do try to listen when it speaks to you. Lily however ignored her guardian
angel. She had several affairs, shall we say, all at the same time. One of
which was with the Prince of Wales.’


I did not say ‘Prince Charles’ because that would
have been silly. I knew my granddad meant a former Prince of Wales.


‘A proud man,’ said my granddad, ‘and not one
to be fiddled about with. But she dillied and dallied and played that great man
false.


‘Well one day she woke up, you see, with a very loud
voice in her head. It was her holy guardian angel and she, it was a lady
guardian angel, told her in no uncertain terms that if she did not mend her
ways the Prince of Wales would take out his pistol and on the twelfth of July
he would shoot her dead. A somewhat sobering thing to hear, very first thing in
the morning.


“The twelfth of July?” said Lily.


“The twelfth of July,” said her holy guardian angel.
“At Sandringham.”


“Right,” said Lily and she rubbed her palms
together.


‘It was late in June you see and Lily had thought of
a plan. She fussed and fussed and fussed about the Prince of Wales and as she
fussed and pampered him she used her feminine wiles to borrow his money. And to
borrow one or two of the crown jewels to wear at a ball and to persuade the prince
that he should buy her that ring she had pointed out to him in Hatton Garden
and that dress she had seen in Mayfair and actually too that lovely horse that
she had seen in Ireland.


‘And as each day passed she kept an eye on the
calendar. Because it was her intention to be very many miles away from the prince
and Sandringham by July the twelfth.’


‘She seemed to be a rather cunning lady,’ I
observed.


‘Cunning and horrid,’ said my granddad. ‘And quite
lethal too. The prince at that time had another mistress, known as Hairy Mary,
due to her moustache and side whiskers. Hirsute ladies were very popular back
in the nineteen-twenties. Well, Lily paid a gangster to put an end to Hairy Mary.
The prince was distraught when he heard about ‘the accident’. He took comfort
in Lily, of course. And he invited her down to Sandringham for a long weekend.’


‘I see trouble brewing,’ I said.


‘Hold on now,’ said my granddad. ‘Lily had her plans
in place, she would go down on the ninth and steal whatever took her fancy and
be away the same evening. Aboard a boat train and off with all her booty to the
continent.’


‘She was an absolute rotter,’ I said.


‘An absolute rotter,’ Granddad agreed. ‘So down on
the ninth she went. She enjoyed a lovely evening with the prince, engaged in
certain recreations with him and when he was finally fast asleep, she stole
what she fancied and then stole to her carriage.’


‘And escaped! The stinker.’


‘Not escaped,’ said my granddad. ‘The prince wasn’t
really sleeping. He knew she was up to something, he took out his pistol,
pursued her to her carriage and there he shot her dead.’


‘But her holy guardian angel said it was the twelfth
when the prince would kill her.’


‘True enough,’ said my granddad, ‘and as the demons
carried Lily’s soul away to Hell, that soul had harsh words to say to her
guardian angel.’


“You said the twelfth!” dead Lily cried.


“I did,” said her holy guardian angel. “But prophecy
is a tricky business you know. And I was only a couple of days out which is
pretty good, considering, don’t you think?”


My granddad laughed, the story was done.


‘Now off to sleep on the sofa,’ said my granddad.
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I did not sleep well on Granddad’s lumpy sofa.


I had not really been entertained by his story,
which seemed to me to have something of a cop out ending. Perhaps though it was
supposed to be a moral tale, or perhaps it was allegorical. I use the word ‘allegorical’
here to demonstrate that even though I was young, I was literate. I had a
considerable arsenal of words at my command and could use them when required. I
had not queried the meaning of the word ‘emancipation’ when my granddad had
used it, nor indeed the word ‘sex’. Although I was perhaps a trifle vague about
the latter’s connotations.


I might add here, because it will prove relevant,
that I did read an awful lot of books. Which is to say many. I read what the
daddy had in his bookshelves. My very favourite was a nineteen-thirties
cloth-bound edition of Ripley’s Believe It or Not. That book stands on
my shelf even now. I read too the daddy’s fiction collection, works by H.G.
Wells and Evelyn Waugh and F. Scott Fitzgerald too. And A History of the
Twentieth Century from which I had learned of Queen Victoria’s established
date of death. There were books too on the music and art of the
nineteen-twenties. And several works by Mr Aleister Crowley.


Everything, some say, has a purpose and nothing ever
happens without a cause. I do believe now, in the light of events that were
soon to occur and of which I at that time had no prior knowledge, that there
was certainly a purpose behind the reading of those books.


But that is for later.


For the present, that was my present, I lay
sleepless upon that lumpy sofa, wondering what the following day would bring
and getting very excited at the prospect of seeing Lady Agnes once more.


Lady Agnes and her vegetable lamb.


I had saved a sandwich from my tea for that lamb and
I intended to visit her house via the allotments where I would gather some
sprouts from the daddy’s patch.


There were many questions now bubbling up within me
in the manner of boiling sprouts. I wanted to know more about the lady’s
Victoria Cross and whether she had lived in that time my granddad spoke of,
when Queen Victoria survived into the nineteen-thirties and there was magic and
folk spoke with their holy guardian angels.


So I did not sleep and I took my breakfast early.


I ate buttered bread and strawberry jam and when
Granddad came down at seven o’clock he made me a cup of tea.


Granddad didn’t say anything much. He opened the
curtains and gazed at the day and gave it approving nods. He took a brown ale
out from under the sink and popped the cap from the bottle.


‘I have to go out soon,’ I said to my granddad.
‘Will you look after my brother?’


Granddad grinned a gummy smile, for he wasn’t
wearing his dentures.


‘I’ll take him home,’ said Granddad.


 


At eight, having performed all my morning ablutions and
washed my hands afterwards, I set off for the house of Lady Agnes. I was
two hours early, I know, and it was but a ten minute walk. Yet the day
was all sunny and birds chattered cheerily, I thought I’d have a nice stroll.


And visit the allotments.


Which proved rather fateful, as it happened.


 


Cloistered away behind the Seaman’s Mission, St
Mary’s allotments roll in gentle waves towards the waters of the Thames. It is
all very picturesque, but then too is most of the borough of Brentford. And
this of course was in the days before the flat blocks, when only church towers
broke the grey slate skylines.


As I mooched along I whistled Telstar, by the
Tornados. Oblivious then to the fact that this Joe Meek-produced chart topper
would not be released until the following year. When I reached the allotment
gates I ceased to whistle. It was still early, still night for some. Might
the Giant Feral Tom be on the prowl?


Small Dave, our dwarfish postman, passed me by.
Passed through the allotment gates, passed along the path and passed into the
distance. Safely.


I followed on.


I knew well the daddy’s allotment patch. For after
all he often had me digging at it.


‘Manual labour is good for the soul,’ he had told me
many times from the shelter of his allotment hut, where he sat comfily holding
a glass whilst I toiled in the sun.


Squirrels and pigeons gossiped together, field mice
nested, moles dug down below. Tomato plants rose up in splendour, rhubarb
spread its leathern leaves, lettuces glowed bright beneath bell cloches.
Brentford, some say, was once the Garden of Eden.


I took myself to the daddy’s patch, sought out the
key from beneath the flowerpot, released the padlock, entered the daddy’s hut.


Then said, ‘Gosh!’ very loudly.


For the normally neat and tidy hut was in some
disarray.


Seed packets scattered, hoes displaced and the half
a bag of solid cement, which adorned the daddy’s shed, as its fellows adorned
others too numerous to mention, had been cast aside in a manner quite cavalier.


But it was not the untidiness that I found most
upsetting, it was the spaceman’s body lying face down on the floor.


You could tell he was a spaceman at first glance.
The silver boots, the silver gloves, the one piece silver suit. The silver
helmet with the weather dome.


I looked aghast at the silveryness then turned my gaze
towards the hut’s low ceiling.


Surely, I reasoned, if this spaceman has fallen from
space, there should be a great big hole in the roof of this here hut.


But there was not.


And the hut had been locked from the outside.


Mystery upon mystery.


But.


I hastened to the prone and silver figure. Knelt and
gently shook it at the shoulder.


‘Hello,’ I called. ‘Are you all right? Are you
alive, or dead?’


The spaceman made a groaning sound.


‘Alive,’ I said. ‘I’ll fetch a glass of water.’


The spaceman mumbled something, but it was difficult
to tell quite what because he still had his weather dome screwed on tight to
his space suit. I could not see any oxygen tanks though. The spaceman
floundered and pointed to his head.


We struggled together and twisted off the silvery
weather-domed helmet. There came a sigh of releasing air and then another sigh
from the spaceman’s throat.


Then the spaceman turned onto his back and I looked
down at his face.


I could not even manage a ‘gosh’, I was so
thoroughly shocked.


The spaceman’s face was all but white, his nose was
sharp, his mouth was small, his eyes were huge and golden. Here indeed was a
man of space. Not a man of Earth.


I became a-feared and quite confused and felt indeed
a pressing need for the toilet.


This was a man from another planet. Probably Mars,
thought I, and having read The War of the Worlds several times, I knew
that you can’t trust a Martian.


Blurted words came out of my mouth and I made haste
to use them. ‘I have to run an errand for my mother,’ I said. ‘Goodbye and see
you later,’ and I made for the door, those two short steps to freedom.


My progress however was halted by a silver-gloved
hand that reached out and caught at my braces. Like all schoolboys of the day,
I sported, even in the school holidays, that fashionable ‘braces-over-the-jumper’
look.


The spaceman held me fast.


‘My daddy is commander in chief of all the army,’ I
cried out. ‘Unhand me now, or he’ll send tanks and have you blown up.’ I
frantically tried to unbutton my braces, but it seemed as if Mother, in
whatever wisdom she considered she possessed, had actually sewn my braces onto
my trousers.


‘Your daddy is a carpenter,’ the spaceman calmly
said.


I ceased to struggle and went, ‘Pardon me?’


‘I know your father very well.’ The spaceman’s mouth
was rather strange. It had no lips and opened in a circle. ‘Your mum calls him
Sauce and he calls her Mac and they both call you –’


‘I know what they call me,’ I said. ‘And it’s not my
fault that I pooed my nappy a lot when I was a baby.’


‘Quite so,’ said the spaceman. ‘But I just want you
to understand that I do know your daddy and I mean you no harm.’


‘All right then,’ and I managed a grin. ‘Will you
please let go of my braces though, it’s really hurting a lot.’


‘You promise then that you won’t run off?’


I raised my fingers boy scout-style and gave a ‘dib
dib dib.’


And I have to say, that by this time, I had no
intention whatsoever of running off. That was the very last thing on my mind, I
can tell you. Because here was I, in the daddy’s shed, talking to a man from
outer space. All in all this was turning into the very best school summer
holiday that I’d ever had in my life.


‘I won’t run away,’ I promised. ‘Would you like a
glass of water? Or perhaps a bottle of the ‘special water’ that the daddy keeps
hidden in that corner over there. It’s only for grown-ups, he says.’


The spaceman made a curious sound that might have
been a laugh. ‘I’ll have ordinary water,’ he said.


I took a glass to the tap outside, filled that glass
and returned to the spaceman, closing the door behind me.


‘Do you have a ray gun?’ was the first thing that I
said.


‘I left it on The Leviathan.’ The
spaceman’s voice was very high and piping, but, as he climbed to his feet and
took the water, it was clear that he was the height of an average adult.


‘Which planet do you come from?’ was my second
question.


‘One thing at a time.’ He sipped at his water.


‘Did your flying saucer crash?’


He sipped at his water some more.


‘If you are going to destroy our planet can I be on
your side?’


The spaceman put his water glass down and pulled off
his silver gloves. To my great delight each hand had just three fingers.


‘Do you –’


‘Please be quiet,’ said the spaceman. ‘I have had a
long and uncomfortable journey.’


‘From –’


‘Shut up do!’ The spaceman waggled a finger at me
and I took further delight in noticing that each of his fingers had a tiny
sucker on the end.


‘I really have my doubts about this, Barry,’ said the
spaceman.


‘My name isn’t Barry and –’


‘I was not talking to you.’


I looked hard at the spaceman, then I glanced all
around and about at the hut. There was no one here but the two of us, yet
strangely I felt that there might be more.


‘If not me?’ I said slowly.


‘But you know who.’


This was a rather queer moment for me, for somehow
or other I really did know something.


‘Your holy guardian angel,’ I said. ‘Is that who it
is?’


‘That is certainly what he would like us to think,’
replied the spaceman and with that said he reached up to his ear. It was the
right ear he reached up to and not very much of an ear at all it was. A hole
with a bit of a pointed flap, but the sort of ear one might expect to find on a
man from outer space.


He rooted about in this ear of his and his suckered
fingers teased out something. He closed his hand over this something and held
this hand towards me.


‘My name is Amesha,’ the spaceman said. ‘And I was born
upon Venus. And this little fellow,’ he opened his hand. ‘This little fellow is
Barry.’


In the palm of the Venusian’s three-fingered hand
there lay a small bright shiny Brussels sprout.


‘Barry?’ I said, as I stared at the sprout.


‘Hello, chief,’ said Barry.
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I really would have wet myself, but I was fast on my
feet. I ran from the shed and did my business outside.


A talking sprout!


A man from Venus and a talking sprout!


It could not possibly get any better than this and
as I was no longer in fear of wetting my trousers, I stood there and savoured
the moment. And I suddenly thought of my brother Andy and just how jealous he
would be when I told him. It was a wonderful moment. The sun shone down
upon me and I felt ……….. somehow blessed.


I buttoned my fly and returned to the hut. ‘Sorry
for that,’ I said.


The Venusian was bouncing Barry on the palm of his
hand. Barry’s squeaks showed Barry did not like this.


‘Please don’t hurt the little sprout,’ I said.


Amesha the Venusian gave Barry a bit of a squeeze.


‘Ease up on the squishing, chief,’ said Barry.


I gave my braces a straighten in the manner that I
had seen a defending counsel do on an American television show. ‘Now see here,’
I said. ‘I think you should explain yourself.’


The Venusian’s golden eyes turned in my direction. His
little mouth became a perfect ‘o’.


‘See, he’s a feisty one, chief,’ said Barry to
Amesha. ‘He’s just the chap to do the job, believe me.’


Amesha shrugged inside his silver spacesuit. ‘But
he’s only a little boy,’ he said.


‘Size isn’t everything,’ said Barry.


‘Where is your flying saucer?’ I asked. ‘Did
it crash? Are you the only survivor?’


‘Sit down there,’ said Amesha and he pointed to the
toppled half a bag of solid cement. ‘Sit down there and I will explain things
to you. Then, when you have heard what I have to say, you can make the decision
about what you wish to do.’


‘He should do what he’s told to do,’ said Barry.


I didn’t know quite what to say, so I said nothing
at all.


But I sat myself down on the solid cement, which was
not very comfortable.


The Venusian drained the contents of his water glass
then dropped Barry into it. Barry muttered something but I did not hear quite
what.


‘It is this way,’ said Amesha. ‘You have seen the
vegetable lamb and your grandfather has told you that history was not as
it is presently recorded.’


‘And how could you know that?’ I asked, for I
was flabbergasted.


‘Because you told me,’ said the man from
Venus.


‘I never told you any such thing.’


‘Not yet no, but in twenty years’ time you will.’


‘Oh!’ I went and ‘Oooh’ and ‘Gosh’ and ‘Golly’ and
so on.


‘Why are you carrying on like that?’ asked Amesha.


‘Because …….’ I went. ‘Because ….’


‘Because what?’ the golden eyes glittered and the
tiny mouth went flap flap flap.


‘Because,’ I said, ‘you are implying that you are a
time traveller. And I thought it could not possibly get any better. A vegetable
lamb. A spaceman and a talking sprout as well. But now a time traveller too,’
and I whistled noisily.


‘Cut it out,’ cried Barry from his glass. ‘Goes right
through me, whistling does.’


‘Sorry,’ I said to the sprout.


‘I am from Venus,’ said Amesha. ‘Barry is from
Phnargos. He is a genetically engineered time sprout.’


‘A time sprout.’ I whispered in something
approaching a state of ecstasy.


‘Not just that,’ said Barry. ‘I am also a
holy guardian sprout. A gift to Man from God’s Garden.’


‘How can you be both?’ I asked.


‘Because I can,’ said Barry.


‘All will become clear,’ said the Venusian. ‘The
reason I am here is to pass Barry on to you.’


‘Me?’ said I.


‘You,’ said Amesha.


‘I can have a time sprout of my very own?’


‘You can,’ said the spaceman. ‘But don’t go
getting any big ideas about flitting through time having a lot of derivative
adventures.’


‘Derivative?’ I said. ‘And what means this?’


‘It’s a bit of a sad old trope,’ said the man from
Venus. ‘Time travel has become a terrible cliché.’


‘Yes, perhaps in books,’ I said. ‘But not in real
life.’


‘Barry will take you to one specific location in one
specific period of time. You will serve in one particular role and not deviate
from this and when your work is done Barry will return you to this time and you
can go about your business as if nothing ever happened.’


‘As if nothing ever happened?’ I said.


‘As if nothing ever happened.’


‘I will have travelled through time and then I will
come back and carry on with my life as if nothing has happened?’


‘Precisely,’ said the Venusian. ‘As if nothing has
happened.’


I looked hard at Amesha. ‘Oh I see,’ I said.


‘What do you see?’ asked the man with the golden
eyes.


‘I am either having a dream, or a hallucination, or
you are an evil ventriloquist paid for by my brother to torment me.’


‘Best just give him a smack, chief,’ said the sprout
inside the glass. ‘Naughty boys respond well to a smack.’


‘There will be no smacking,’ the spaceman said. ‘And
I can assure you, young man, that you are neither dreaming nor hallucinating
and as to your six-year-old brother hiring an evil ventriloquist –’


‘What time?’ I asked.


‘Excuse me?’ said Amesha.


‘What time will Barry take me to?’


‘Nineteen twenty-seven.’


‘And what job must I take when I get there?’


‘Cabin boy,’ said the spaceman.


I shook my head and sighed a bit. ‘There were no
pirates in nineteen twenty-seven.’


‘You will not be employed as a cabin boy on a pirate
ship. You will be employed by one of the richest men on Earth to serve him on
his space yacht.’


I now made the face that exposed grave doubt. ‘Again
not in nineteen twenty-seven,’ I said.


The Venusian sighed a plaintive sigh. ‘Not in the
nineteen twenty-seven that you have read about,’ said he. ‘But in the one that
your grandfather knew and Lady Agnes too.’


‘Ah, Lady Agnes,’ I said, as time was passing by.
But Lady Agnes and her lamb were rapidly losing their charms.


‘I will be a cabin boy, on board a spaceship,
working for one of the richest men in the world?’ I said.


‘There’s worse things and places to be,’ said Barry.


‘And I will come back safe and sound?’ For as I have
said, I really wasn’t that brave.


‘I think you can be assured of that,’ said
Amesha the Venusian. ‘Because after all it was a much older you who suggested
the younger you for the job.’


‘Well,’ I said, thoughtfully. ‘If you cannot trust
yourself, then who can you trust?’


‘Smart arsed little schmuck,’ said Barry.


‘What was that?’ I asked the sprout.


‘Nothing, chief,’ said he.


‘Barry will apprise you of all the relevant
details,’ the Venusian continued. ‘While you are travelling back to nineteen
twenty-seven he will explain everything to you.’


Barry made muttering noises.


‘Everything, Barry,’ the man from Venus said.
‘So,’ and he put out his hand to me. ‘What is your decision?’


‘Well,’ I said once more and then I shrugged. ‘It
does sound like a most exciting offer.’


‘Then your decision is, yes?’


I reached out and shook the three-fingered hand. ‘My
decision is, yes.’


It was then that the unpleasantness occurred.


‘I will just pop Barry into your ear,’ said Amesha.


‘You’ll do nothing of the kind,’ I said.


‘He has to assimilate himself into your mental synapses
and form an aetheric duality of consciousness whereby he can conduct you
through time by utilising the trans-perambulation of pseudo-cosmic antimatter.’


‘Not in my ear,’ I said firmly and I
folded my arms.


‘It does not hurt,’ said the spaceman.


I heard Barry chuckle (not to be confused with Barry
Chuckle of the now legendary Chuckle Brothers).


‘It will not take but a moment.’


‘No!’ I said and I meant it.


‘You agreed and we shook hands.’ Amesha’s piping
voice rose by an octave.


‘I’m not having a sprout pushed into my ear,’ I
said. ‘My brother once got a glass marble stuck up his nose and we had to take
him to casualty. If that marble had got into his brain he would have died for
certain.’


‘That would have made you a murderer then, as you
pushed the marble into his nostril. Just to see what would happen.’


‘What?’ I went and I shook my head. My elder self
was clearly somewhat indiscreet at times.


‘It’s the only way,’ said the spaceman and he took
me once more by my braces and this time hauled me right up off my feet.


‘Let me down, you bully,’ I cried. ‘I’ll tell the
daddy and he’ll give you a thrashing. He knows Dimac, the most brutal, maiming
and disfiguring of all the martial arts. His hands and feet are registered with
the police as deadly weapons and –’


But I said no more at that time, I crossed my eyes
instead.


Because a three fingered hand had thrust a Brussels
sprout into my right earhole. And if you have never experienced that, but are
thinking to broaden your sensual horizons by trying it out, then don’t!
It hurts like – 


‘Aaaaaaaaagh!’ I went, when I found my voice.


‘Easy, chief,’ came words in my head. ‘That’s very
loud in here.’


‘Take it out! Take it out!’ I made fists and
swung them hard at Amesha.


But to my further horror they passed through him –
Amesha grew fuzzy and so did the shed.


He called, ‘Good luck,’ then everything faded away.


I floated in blackness, or nothing at all.


‘Off we go,’ said Barry.
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I have been described as unfailingly cheerful. My
teacher wrote that on my school report. But I was far from cheerful now. In
fact I was very afraid.


‘Take me home,’ I cried out to Barry. ‘I don’t want
to go with you. Please take me home to my mum.’


‘Calm down, chief,’ said the voice in my head. ‘I
know it can be a little upsetting at first, but you’ll soon get used to it. I’m
a loveable fellow me. I’m sure we’ll be best friends.’


I began to cry. Most pitifully.


‘Cheer up, chief,’ said Barry. ‘Things are never
quite as bad as they seem.’


‘I want to go home,’ I snivelled. ‘I want to go home
to my mum.’


‘Listen,’ said the sprout of time, ‘this really
isn’t my fault.’


‘You were thrust in my ear against my will,’ I
blubbered.


‘It wasn’t against your will at all, in fact it was your
idea.’


‘The me in the future’s idea,’ I said. ‘Not the me
in the now.’


‘Same thing, chief, I’m afraid. Same fellow past and
present and future. But look on the bright side. At least you will get
out of this alive.’


‘That sounds rather sinister,’ I sniffed, as my nose
was running.


‘You get to play an important part in changing
history. You are the last little piece in a great big temporal jigsaw.’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ I
blubbed some more to myself. ‘And I hate you, I do.’


‘Well I’m sorry, chief,’ said Barry. ‘But we’re in
this together, so let’s just make the best of it.’


‘It’s horrid,’ I sniffled and snuffled. ‘A voice in
the head is just horrid.’


‘It’s not exactly Cleopatra’s barge where I’m
sitting,’ said the sprout.


‘Then just come out, I beg you.’ And I wrung my
hands together.


‘No, we must be professional. It’s for the good of
Mankind after all.’


We plunged on, possibly through time, but really
through nothing at all. It was a nothingness of a variety I had never
experienced before. A complete and utter lack of anything. It was surely the loneliest
place that could be imagined, a black and endless timeless horrible void.


‘I know Elvis Presley,’ said the sprout inside my
head.


‘Elvis Presley? The King of Rock ‘n’ Roll?’


‘Travelled with him for centuries. Really nice chap,
very pretty, but not very bright.’


‘You were inside Elvis Presley’s head?’


‘Certainly, and Lazlo Woodbine’s too.’


‘You are making it up,’ I said to the sprout. ‘Lazlo
Woodbine is a fictitious character invented by P.P. Penrose.’


‘Everyone is fictitious to someone, chief.’


‘That does not make any sense.’


‘Perhaps not, but at least you’re not crying
anymore. Would you like me to tell you just what you have got yourself into?’


I gave a sigh and said I supposed that I would.


‘It all began,’ said Barry the time sprout, ‘with a
Japanese Devil Fish Girl and ended with an Educated Ape. But it did not
entirely end, which is why we are on this journey.’


‘Are we on a crusade?’ I asked. Because I had read
of crusades.


‘Crusade,’ said Barry. ‘Yes, we are on a
crusade.’


‘Splendid,’ I said. ‘Carry on.’


‘My old travelling companion, Mr Hugo Rune was the
first to identify the anomaly, but we will not discuss Mr Rune here or we will
find we have not time to discuss anything else.’


I just shrugged at this in the blackness of nothing.
Hugo Rune was one of the greatest thinkers of the twentieth century, his book Runetics:
The Modern Science of Mental Health was bedside reading for half of the
Western World.


‘At the Great Exhibition of eighteen hundred and
fifty-one,’ Barry went on, ‘in your version of history Charles Babbage, father
of the modern computer, did not exhibit his Difference Engine. In the
version of history lived by your granddad and Lady Agnes Rutherford, he did.’


‘And that changed things?’ I said.


‘Absolutely. Her Majesty Queen Victoria found the
Difference Engine the most fascinating thing at the Great Exhibition and had
her government fund Mr Babbage’s project. By eighteen ninety most middle class
households had a personal computer.’


‘But we don’t have them now,’ I said.


‘Different historical timeline, chief. So, what with
Mr Babbage later teaming up with Mr Tesla, famous for his invention of the
Alternating Current, and the back-engineering of Martian spaceships, by
eighteen ninety-nine the British Empire ruled not only most of this world, but
the Moon and Mars beside.’


‘I really must stop you there,’ I said. ‘You did say
Martian spaceships?’


‘You’ve already met a Venusian, chief. Nice folk,
the Venusians, if a little aloof and overly religious. Jovians are jolly and up
for a giggle, Martians were scum to a spaceman.’


‘Martians, eh?’ I said and I whistled.


‘Please don’t whistle, chief. Everything written in
H. G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds happened in your granddad’s version
of history. The Martians attacked England, Earthly viruses killed them off.
Then British scientists, Mr Babbage and Mr Tesla, although he wasn’t strictly
British, back-engineered the abandoned Martian spacecraft, and Mr Winston
Churchill did a rather ignominious thing to kill off the Martians on Mars.’


‘Mr Winston Churchill?’ I said. ‘The Mr
Winston Churchill?’


‘He was made head of the armed services by Mr
Gladstone. He was only a teenager, but he was always a bit fighty. He reasoned
that more Martians might attack, ones wearing gas-masks perhaps, so to pre-empt
that he had a couple of back-engineered Martian spaceships filled with dying
diseased patients from the isolation hospitals and shot back to Mars. The
Martians were tricked, opened the spaceships then all dropped dead from
diseases.’


‘Pretty sneaky trick,’ I said.


‘And a well-kept secret, chief. But it got the job
done and with the Martians dead, Queen Victoria became Empress of both India
and Mars. And it was then that the other inhabitants of our solar system chose
to make themselves known to the British Empire. The Venusians and the Jovians.
With the nasty Martians dead there was a chance for peace between the planets. Treaties
were drawn up and Earth had a golden age.’


‘And now all of this is gone,’ I said. ‘And only a
few remember.’


‘That’s the way of it, chief. Did you ever see that
film, Fritz Lang’s Metropolis?’


‘The daddy took me to it at the Walpole Cinema,’ I
said. ‘A wonderful film, I loved the lady robot.’


‘Well the scenes of the outside city-scape, with all
those mighty sky towers and super-highways and thousand-storey buildings and
flying cars, all that is exactly how London looked in your granddad’s boyhood.
In his version of history, Fritz Lang shot Metropolis as a documentary
live on location in London. No models involved. And the Maria robot was played
by a real robot.’


I whistled softly, but I really whistled.


‘Exciting stuff, chief,’ said the sprout. ‘And of
course it didn’t stop there, technology improved and improved, space travel
became commonplace and by nineteen twenty-seven things were pretty spectacular,
I can tell you. Yes indeed by golly. Bippity-boppity-boo.’


‘So what do you want me for?’ I asked. ‘Why am I
needed in this?’


‘It’s a super villain thing,’ said Barry. ‘In fact
it’s always a super villain thing. There is always some aspiring super
villain with designs on world domination. I believe it is a tradition, or an
old charter, or something.’


‘Or another tired old trope,’ I said, though I said
this very quietly.


‘And my hearing is acute,’ said Barry. ‘But that’s
what it is anyway. Let me speak of the great cruise liners.’


‘Speak on.’


‘They are very big indeed.’


‘Go on.’


‘I speak of the great cruise liners that move in
orbit about planet Earth, in the year nineteen twenty-seven. Showboats of
space, they call them, the ultimate in luxury, as swank as swank can be. They
have casinos on board and music halls and magnificent ballrooms and the
well-to-do swan about in glamorous attire, living the life and getting up to no
good.’


‘Getting up to no good?’ I queried.


‘It is very hard to police space,’ said Barry.
‘Space is a bit big for that kind of thing and with interplanetary treaties
about who would own what bit of space and how much, it all got rather
complicated, so each inhabited planet sort of drew a big three dimensional line
about the outer edges of its own atmosphere and said ‘That is ours and
we are only responsible for what happens within this limited area.’


‘I see trouble brewing,’ I said.


‘It all got rather chaotic, chief. Earth law ended
where Earth’s atmosphere ended, beyond that it was every man for himself.’


‘But you said that the British Empire also owned
Mars and the Moon.’


‘Same deal applied. Both Mars and the Moon have
breathable atmospheres.’


‘You do realise that this is all thoroughly insane,’
I said.


‘Completely, chief,’ said Barry. ‘But such a lot of
fun.’


‘Go on then,’ I said and, ‘tell me more.’


‘Right,’ said the sprout, ‘so as I was saying, the
rich and famous like to visit these showboats of space, and beyond the reach of
Earthly law behave very badly indeed. Proper dens of vice these cruise ships
are. All manner of debauchery that would be punishable by prison sentences down
below goes on up there. And the taking of drugs,’ Barry whistled.


‘Ow,’ I cried. ‘I see what you mean with the whistling.’


‘Sorry chief, but when it comes to drunkenness, drug
abuse and debauchery, the rich and famous leave the hoi-polloi with egg on its
collective chin and also mud in its eye.’


‘So a lot of hanky panky goes on up in the sky?’


‘Nicely put, chief, a lot of hanky panky. And
a lot of shenanigans too.’


‘Well,’ I said and with a wisdom well beyond my
years. ‘The rich and famous have always considered themselves to be above the
law.’


‘Quite so, chief. All of these fabulous space liners
were built in England. Because on Earth the British Empire has complete control
of spaceships. The liners are built and launched from Liverpool. The White Star
Line’s flagship is The Leviathan.’


I recalled that very name. ‘Your friend the Venusian
said that he’d left his ray gun aboard that space liner,’ I said.


‘Well, we did have to make something of a speedy
getaway, chief.’


‘Oh yes?’ I said and I raised my eyebrows.


‘I can’t see your eyebrows from here,’ said Barry.
‘But do let me finish. The Leviathan is the ship of space to be
on. The most expensive and exclusive of all the wondrous showboats. And it is
the property of a self-styled Russian count.’


‘A self-styled Russian count?’ I said.


‘Count Ilya Rostov,’ said Barry. ‘Most believe he’s
an Englishman, but nobody knows for certain. It was he who financed the
building of The Leviathan and it is he who lords it over it, like a
monarch with a sky-borne kingdom.’


‘Lucky blighter,’ was my opinion of this.


‘Glad you think so, chief. For it is also he who
will be employing you as his cabin boy.’


‘I do like the sound of that,’ I said, for I
liked the sound of that.


‘Good,’ said Barry, ‘very good.’ Then he did some
mumblings.


‘What are those mumblings about?’ I asked him.


‘This and that,’ said Barry. ‘I wouldn’t worry yourself.’


‘Amesha the Venusian said that you had to tell me everything,’
I said.


‘He’s not my dad,’ said Barry. ‘He can’t tell
me what to do.’


‘I somehow suspect that he can,’ I said.


‘Hmph,’ went Barry the sprout. ‘Well, there is
something you should probably know, chief. About Count Ilya Rostov. He is one
of the very richest men in all of the inhabited worlds.’


‘You told me that,’ I said.


‘And probably the very most evil.’


‘Ah.’


‘A super criminal,’ said Barry.


‘Ah,’ said I once again.


‘A monster,’ said Barry. ‘A murdering, butchering
horrible creature.’


‘Oh dear me,’ I said.


‘So, there you go,’ said Barry cheerfully. ‘And now
you know and you will be his cabin boy.’


‘Right,’ I said and I nodded my head. ‘I want my
mummy!’ I shouted.


‘Sorry,’ said Barry, ‘it’s too late for that.’


And black turned to white with a whizz and a pop,
and Barry said, ‘We’re here, chief.’
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And I opened my eyes to Metropolis.


And there it was all around me. A vast and daunting
spectacle, Metropolis it was.


We had arrived in Trafalgar Square and at least I
recognised that. There was Nelson on his column and Landseer’s lions, the
fountains and there was the National Gallery.


But.


To every side and rearing into the sky were colossal
buildings. Impossibly tall, with raised roads and walkways strung between them.
Though daunting by their ridiculous scale these buildings were lovely to look
on. The style was classic Art Deco with much use of black glass and chrome.
Soaring curves and elegant features, sweeping ornamentation.


My mouth and eyes grew wide at the sights and so too
the sounds of London. For here in this super city of a future past, if I might
describe it so, there was a lack of that sound that all of us know so well.


The internal combustion engine.


Sleek silver vehicles purred as they passed. Purr
they did, rather than rumble.


I would later learn that this was down to the genius
of Nikola Tesla. He had, in this past, realised his life-long dream, the
wireless transmission of electricity.


High steel columns were to be seen, dwindling into
the sky. Atop these were what must have been vast steel balls that crackled
with sparks which were surely electric blue.


The internal combustion engine, I learned, had been
dismissed as a noisy, inefficient and air-polluting contraption and had found
no favour in this past world.


The cars and aircraft too ran on small electrical
motors which, drawing their energy from that broadcast by the Tesla towers,
required no cumbersome batteries.


And above, in the sky, I saw the electrical
airships. Gorgeous silver aeroforms drifting between the high towers.


‘Pretty swank, eh, chief?’ came a voice in my head.


When I found the voice of my own, it didn’t speak
very much sense.


‘All a bit much, I suppose,’ said Barry. ‘Let’s go
to the hotel and get you settled in.’


‘Hotel?’ I managed to say.


Amesha the Venusian booked you a room. It’s arranged
and there you’ll find suitable clothes and necessary identification papers and
sandwiches and cocoa, money and room for the night and instructions for what
you should do.’


‘Instructions?’ I said, in the tone that is known as
thoughtful.


‘Instructions, chief. So you can say and do the
right things in order to qualify for the post as Count Rostov’s cabin boy.’


‘Right,’ I said, with an equal degree of thought.


Around and about us people strolled and took in the
sights of London. Beautiful people all it seemed, tall and wonderfully dressed.
The style was still that of the nineteen-twenties, but it was somewhat
enhanced. A sort of science-fictionalised version of the nineteen-twenties
dress style. Gentlemen wore stripy blazers, white flannel trousers, two-tone
brogues and boaters jauntily perched upon their heads. But the blazers’ stripes
had a metally sheen and Flash Gordon pointy shoulders. And the boaters were not
straw at all, but rather they seemed to be Bakelite.


My gaze dwelt on the ladies of the time. It was bobs
and flapper dresses, but the bobs were green or blue or purple and the dresses
twinkled as if lit somehow from within.


And then I caught sight of the Jovians. Massive ponderous
figures, out of scale with human kind, swaying through the crowds, laughing
loudly, talking with gusto. I began to feel faint.


‘Close your eyes and take a deep breath,’ said
Barry. ‘Can’t have you passing out here with no ID. Questions would be asked
that we could not answer.’


I closed my eyes and took a very deep breath. This
really was a great deal to take in. An impossible amount. I wasn’t sure that I
could cope at all. And regarding my ‘instructions’ and applying for a job with
the world’s most evil super villain, well it wasn’t a matter of having second
thoughts about that. I hadn’t even had first thoughts. I was not going
to do it.


‘If you don’t do it,’ said Barry, breaking in
upon my thoughts, ‘then I will have no choice but to abandon you here and find
some other schmuck to do the job.’


‘Schmuck?’ I said. ‘What of this?’


‘Slip of the tongue, chief. Naturally I meant hero.’


‘Naturally you did,’ I said and then I said ‘Oh
no!’


‘What is it now?’ asked Barry, making a little sigh.


‘You can read my thoughts,’ I said. ‘That is somehow
disgusting.’


‘Not if you think pure thoughts it’s not.’


‘That isn’t what I mean.’


‘I know what you mean, chief. But trust me, you
really do not want me to abandon you here. This might all look very
glossy, but you are only seeing the nice part now. There’s plenty of poverty
and oppression and a child, alone, without money or identification papers,
would not fare well at all.’


‘You little green turd!’ I said. ‘You blackmailing,
horrible –’ and then I said nothing more.


Folk were stopping to stare at me, some were
pointing and whispering behind their hands, I heard the term ‘beggar boy’ being
used and someone said something about calling the child catcher.


‘Time we were off to the hotel,’ said Barry. ‘Get a
move on, do.’


 


The Empire Hotel was a shard of steel and glass.
Three hundred floors of luxury, lifts of glass and fountains in the foyer. I
glimpsed the fountains through the revolving doors as Barry hurried me on –


– to the hotel next door.


 


RENFIELD’S ROUGH AND READY


 


read the sign above the door. Another sign read:


 


SCHEDULED FOR DEVELOPMENT


 


An unhealthy miasma oozed from the ROUGH AND READY.


‘I’m not going in there,’ I said to Barry.
‘That is what my mother would describe as a “loathsome den of iniquity”. A
well-bred boy would only come to grief in such a place.’


‘It’s luxury compared to the child catcher’s cage,’
whispered Barry.


I made a very fierce face indeed, but of course it
was wasted, as Barry couldn’t see it at all.


‘Go up to the chap on the desk, chief, and say these
words to him.’


Reluctantly I did as Barry told me.


‘I am Lord Rutherford’s servant boy and have come to
collect his goods and chattels,’ I said to the sturdy ruffian who lurked in the
gloomy bower of the reception.


Unwashed fingers passed a key to me.


Up three flights of uncarpeted steps and into a room
that smelled like old boiled cabbage and looked a whole lot worse.


‘I’m not at all impressed by this,’ I said to Barry
the sprout.


‘Chief, this is an undercover operation. Expenses
don’t run to five star hotels, you know.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said in my grumpiest voice. ‘In
fact I really don’t know anything about what my involvement in this is supposed
to be. Am I supposed to be a boy detective?’ and as I spoke these words, I have
to say, I liked the sound of them.


‘A boy detective? Spare me.’


I sat down on what passed for a bed and tightly
folded my arms. ‘Whatever it is, I don’t want to play,’ I said.


‘Oh, not all this again,’ said Barry. ‘Have a
sandwich, chief, there’s some over there.’


‘Probably nibbled by rats,’ I said.


‘There aren’t any rats on Count Rostov’s space
yacht,’ the voice of Barry echoed in my head.


I sighed very sadly. ‘I’m only a schoolboy,’ I said.


‘But an important one, chief. This undercover
operation is being run by something called the Ministry of Serendipity. A
secret government organisation based beneath Mornington Crescent Underground Station.
You could look at yourself as being a secret agent, I suppose. Your job is to
infiltrate Count Rostov’s organisation and report what you find to a certain
undercover private detective, who will be posing as a passenger.’


‘Not Lazlo Woodbine?’ I said.


‘Not Lazlo Woodbine,’ said Barry.


’Awww,’ I added to that.


‘His name is Sir Jonathan Crawford,’ said Barry the sprout.
‘He is the son of Lord Brentford. He is also half Venusian, which makes him,
how shall I put this, rather interesting.’


‘Go on,’ I said, ‘tell me more.’


‘Several operatives have sought to infiltrate
Rostov’s organisation. Each of them vanished without a trace.’


‘And you’re sending me?’ I said.


‘You are a child,’ said Barry. ‘He’d never suspect a
child.’


‘I would,’ I said. ‘Because I am a
child and I know how sneaky children often are.’


‘He won’t suspect you,’ Barry said. ‘And if he puts
you through the blooper then I’ll sort it out for you.’


‘And what is a blooper, pray tell?’


‘It’s a brannnn prouub,’ mumbled Barry.


‘One more time, if you please.’


‘Brain probe,’ blurted out the sprout. ‘A
sort of lie detector test. And if he puts one in your head, I’ll do the
thinking for you.’


‘As perhaps you could have done for the previous
operatives?’ I suggested.


‘Humph,’ went Barry the sprout.


 


The sandwiches were in a tin box and had not been
nibbled by rats. There was a thermos flask of cocoa and I helped myself to a
cup. I sat on the pallet that passed for a bed and gazed through the grubby
window and into the street.


The silver cars went purring by, the airships moved
like magical fishes swimming in the sky. People came and people went and somewhere
high above it all, The Leviathan swung in orbit round the Earth.


‘So I am to be a spy,’ I said, when I had finished
my cocoa.


‘Yes chief, a spy. A boy-spy-detective. Special
agent, a boy-scout-special-agent-crusading-hero, all that kind of caper.’


‘And I won’t get killed?’


‘I don’t see how you can, chief. As I told you, it
was the you-in-the-future who put the you-here-now up for the job.’


‘All right,’ I said to Barry. ‘I won’t make any more
fuss about taking the job. This is a very big adventure and I suppose I should
be grateful to my future self for suggesting me. Because, after all, my future
self must remember everything that the me now did in this time and if it was
truly horrible he could have said that he didn’t want his younger self to get involved
and so I wouldn’t be here, would I?’


There was a certain silence in my head.


‘Barry,’ I said, ‘are you there?’


‘Yes, I’m here, chief. It just got a bit busy and
confusing in here for a moment. Might I ask you to make me a promise?’


‘I suppose so,’ I said, but I was not too keen.


‘Just look upon me as a friend,’ said Barry. ‘Your
holy guardian angel if you will. I’ll be with you to offer advice and hopefully
keep you out of sticky situations. Trust me and all will be well.’


‘Is that a promise?’ I asked.


‘No chief, the promise is about time travel. Just
promise me that you will not ask me any damn fool questions or come up with any
damn fool theories. I have been at this game for a very long time and if
I hear one more reference to temporal paradoxes and quantum anomalies or what
the you in the future did based on the you in the past, or likeaways round was
thinking the you in the future might have done to influence some hop-diddly-doddle
about the time lapse maypole, I swear by my chosen deity that I will forget my
good manners and do a poo in your cerebral cortex.’


There was another silence then.


Before I said, ‘I promise.’


‘And now go to bed and get a good night’s sleep,’
said Barry.


‘But I’m not even tired.’


‘Just do it!’


And I did it.


 


 ‘Goodnight, Barry,’ I said to Barry.


 ‘Goodnight, chief,’ said Barry.
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I awoke in nineteen twenty-seven. Rose from my
wretched resting place and had a peep out of the window.


‘Yes!’ I went and I made fists and waved them
in the air.


‘Aaagh, oh’ and ‘Squark,’ went Barry the sprout in
my head.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘But yes once again.’ And I
waved my fists about.


‘Ah,’ said Barry, sorting through my thoughts. ‘You
are actually pleased to be here now and to find that yesterday wasn’t a dream.’


‘Precisely,’ I said. ‘Although I was perhaps hoping
that you were.’


‘What was that, chief?’ asked Barry.


‘Nothing,’ I replied.


‘Fine then, eat up the last of those sandwiches,
have a wash and a poo and get dressed.


‘And apply for a job on a space yacht?’ I said.


‘That is the plan,’ said Barry.


 


The water was cold and the bog did not flush, but
the sandwiches still tasted fresh.


‘Clothes in wardrobe,’ Barry said.


So I pulled back the curtain that shielded the
alcove that served as a wardrobe.


And I beheld the clothes that hung there for me.


And ‘Oh no!’ I shouted. ‘I’m not wearing that.’


‘For the love of Our Lady of Space,’ said Barry.
‘What is the fuss this time?’


‘It’s a sailor suit,’ I said to the sprout. ‘A sissy
sailor suit.’


‘The height of juvenile fashion,’ said Barry. ‘The
very acme of chic. Styled in Savile Row and just the job for the would-be cabin
boy.’


‘I want a proper naval uniform with epaulets and big
brass buttons.’


‘There’s brass buttons on the sailor shorts,’ said
Barry, and I swear I heard him snigger. ‘And golden buckles on the dear little
shoes as well.’


‘Dear little shoes?’ I took a very deep
breath. ‘You can see out through my eyeballs, can’t you?’ I asked.


Barry said that he could see out of my eyeballs.


‘Then see this monkey boy!’ A pitted mirror
hung on a wall, I stared into it and made my fiercest face.


‘Don’t do that, the wind might change,’ said Barry.


‘I’m not wearing the sailor suit!’ I said.


 


Blackfronds was the premier ‘domestics’ agency. When
the rich and titled wanted staff, they hired that staff through Blackfronds.


The agency was located in ‘the gallery of commerce’
upon the twenty-third floor of the Empire Hotel right next door to my lodgings.


The lift swished up at an ear-popping rate. Although
it did not cause sufficient popping to obscure the complimentary remarks about
my attire made by a fur-clad lady with whom I shared the lift.


‘Told you,’ whispered Barry. ‘You look very nice as
a sailor boy. Especially the dear little hat.’


But I did not reply, as Barry had counselled caution
regarding my conversations with him in public places. ‘Boys who are found
talking to themselves get carted off to the loony bin’, were the words of
wisdom he chose. I also had nothing to say regarding the suit.


Yes, I was wearing it, but
there was a reason for this. And it had nothing to do with Barry’s
threats of doing a jobbie in my cerebellum if I refused to don the sailor suit.



‘I will do you a deal, chief,’ Barry had said. ‘You
have a look at your identification and if you do not like your alias, you don’t
have to wear the sailor suit.’


‘That is what they call a no-brainer,’ I said, for I
also read a lot of American comics.


And it was a no-brainer, of sorts.


Which was why I was now wearing the suit.


I left the lift on the twenty-third floor and
approached the door of Blackfronds. A cardboard sign was affixed to this door. It
read:


 


NO DOGS


OR OFF-WORLDERS


 


‘Charming,’ I said to myself, as I knocked on the
door.


‘Come,’ called a rather posh voice.


So I entered Blackfronds.


A rather lumpy lady sat behind a busy desk. She
seemed to have been literally ladled into her clothes, which were several sizes
too small. She had a plump little face, hair like matted string and wore the
kind of perfume that they used in the tropics to stun mosquitos. She addressed
me in an educated voice by means of an undersized mouth.


‘Name?’ she said.


And I said ‘Lazlo Woodbine.’


Lazlo Woodbine, yes indeed, which was why I was
wearing the sailor suit.


‘Ah young Woodburn,’ said the lady. ‘I am Miss
Julia Blackfrond.’


‘Woodbine,’ I said.


‘No, Blackfrond.’


Please yourself, I thought, but did not say it.


‘Identity papers,’ said Miss Julia
Blackfrond.


I presented these with a smile and a nod.


‘You do look terribly cute in your sweet little
outfit.’ This pleasantry, which only stung me slightly, was issued in such an
off-hand manner that I felt it lacked for sincerity. ‘Ah,’ said Miss Julia,
pursing her undersized lips. ‘I see you have been in the employ of Lord
Brentford for the last year and a half before he chose to replace you with a
monkey butler, and before that?’


Back in our evil lodgings Barry and I had rehearsed
what I should say.


‘I lived in Russia,’ I said. ‘I was the servant of
the old Czarina. Ra-Ra Rasputin, mother of the Russian Queen.’


‘So you speak the Russian language?’


Barry had taught me how to reply. ‘Vladimir Putin,’
I said. ‘Which is to say, like a native, of course.’


‘Of course,’ said Miss Julia Blackfrond.
‘Well, as you must know, Count Rostov is a very particular gentleman. He
recently hired several staff from somewhere other than here and was forced to
let them go.’


‘Into space,’ whispered Barry.


‘So now he hires exclusively from me and he only
hires children. He is forming something that he calls the Rostov Youth Movement.
It all sounds terribly uplifting. He has a veritable legion of children aboard The
Leviathan.’


‘It would be an honour to serve this noble man,’ I
said. ‘And I am sure that my knowledge of his native tongue would not go
unappreciated.’


Miss Julia Blackfrond perched a pair
of pince-nez astride her stubby nose and then looked over them at me. In a
manner I considered rather hard.


‘It is a very responsible position,’ she said.
‘Count Rostov would brook no intransigence. Nor indeed any tergiversation.’


‘Nor misfeasance, I suppose,’ I said.


‘Nor malfeasance,’ said Miss Julia,
looking somewhat harder.


‘Nor antinomianism,’ I suggested.


‘Nor …’ Miss Julia paused, ‘nor antipathy.’


‘Nor antidisestablishmentarianism,’ said I.


Miss Julia’s eyes were piercing, her
face grew rather red and then a little smile appeared, which spread and spread
and spread.


‘Oh yes,’ she said, now grinning as broadly as her
mouth would allow. ‘You’ll do well enough. Well enough indeed.’


And now adding laughter to her words she stamped my
identity papers, tore a ticket from a roll, signed several documents and pushed
all and sundry between the busyness atop her desk and into my outstretched
hand.


‘Present yourself at twelve o’clock sharp this day
to the departures desk at Terminal One, the Royal London Spaceport, Crystal
Palace.’


‘Thanks very much,’ I said.


 


Out in the corridor I did oh yessings again. I
punched the air too and I felt very smug indeed. ‘How well did that go!’
I said to Barry.


‘Rather too well for my liking,’ said the sprout.


‘I dazzled her with my intellect,’ I said.
‘Antidisestablishmentarianism. I bet you don’t even know that that word means.’


‘I am in your brain,’ said Barry. ‘And you
don’t know what it means.’


‘I know it’s the longest word in the English
language.’


‘Let’s get a train to the spaceport,’ Barry said.


 


The Royal London Spaceport!


We arrived there in a posh electric train. The
spaceport was Victorian, built I was told, in eighteen ninety-one. The arrival
and departure halls were triumphs of gothic architecture, constructed in the
style of the Palace of Westminster. And above, upon Sydenham Hill, another
palace rose. The Crystal Palace this and all a-glitter in the sun.


There too upon a cobbled landing strip stood
spaceships. I viewed them as I walked across the mosaic floor of the departures
building.


Real spaceships.


They did not resemble the pointy-nosed spaceships
that had been conceived as future travel by scientists of the nineteen-fifties.
Those pointy-nosed rockets based on the V2 missiles of Wernher von Braun. These
were rivetty iron-clad jobbies, back-engineered Martian war craft.
Brutal-looking contraptions propelled by some unworldly means that did not
involve rocket motors. Barry drew my attention also to the Venusian aether ships,
ghostly galleons of space that seemed all wisps and cobwebs.


‘Powered by magic’ Barry said.


Also there were ships from planet Jupiter. Big and
bulgy with glazed dome portholes that looked like transparent pimples. The
Jovian vessels wallowed on the landing strip like whales that had dropped from
the sky.


‘Spaceships,’ I whispered. ‘Real spaceships.’


‘Space travel makes me queasy,’ Barry said.


‘Oh no,’ I cried. ‘You won’t throw up in my
head.’


A lady in a Bakelite hat gave me a rather queer
look.


‘Rehearsing my part in the Sunday school play,’ I
told her.


 


There was a great deal of bunting all around and
about, many pictures of Queen Victoria and many more banners that read:


 


GOD SAVE THE QUEEN ON


HER 90TH YEAR ON THE
THRONE


 


A gentleman in a morning suit, sporting a tinted
monocle, sat in splendour behind the departures desk. But I had yet to see him
as a number of what I can only describe as young toffs were clustered all about
this desk talking loudly and making a right old fuss.


They wore those blazers with the pointy shoulders
and metallic stripes, those trousers known as Oxford bags, three-tone brogues
and perky plastic boaters. One slightly gaudier and louder than the rest seemed
to be doing most of the talking.


‘Now see here,’ I heard him say, ‘departure chap, this
isn’t tickety-boo. This is all miz and wish-wash too and it won’t cut the
mustard.’


If the man behind the desk replied, I did not hear
what he said. But he must have said something for the loud and gaudy chap went
on.


‘No, it jolly well won’t do,’ he went on. ‘The mater
and the pater both chipped in for first class accommodation. Do I look like
some hobble-de-hoi as might sit amongst the gor-blimey-guvnors in their smelly
socks and rank overcoats?’


Another pause and then he said some more. ‘No, we
don’t want to “rough it for sport” or “treat it as an anthropological study”. My
friend Lord Binky Hartington here has a delicate constitution.’


‘I do,’ piped a fellow that I assumed correctly to
be none other than the young Lord Hartington himself. ‘I can’t mix with low
snot-goblins and unkempt bally buskins. Do I look like some merkin-troll?’


This elicited considerable mirth from the
be-blazered brotherhood. The very concept of Lord Binky Hartington in any way
resembling a merkin-troll was clearly a cause for the greatest hilarity.


‘Or Boy Betjeman here?’ the gaudy one continued.
‘He’s a poet, doncha know? A wordsmith. A fondler of the muse. He won’t take rough
handling.’


‘I will sometimes,’ said Boy Betjeman. ‘If I’m
firstly bought dinner.’


His comrades loudly guffawed.


‘Don’t you know who I am!’ cried the gaudy fellow.


‘I know what you are,’ I said beneath
my breath. For being a working class boy, I was not above contempt for the
upper classes. ‘A stupid spoiled and pampered –’ I continued.


‘You don’t do you?’ continued the toff.


‘– over-educated, selfish, bullying –’


‘I am the son of a peer of the Realm.’


‘– snobby, brash, arrogant –’


‘I am Sir Jonathan Crawford.’
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Half an hour later I sat inside a spaceship.


A real spaceship!


Except now the thrill was not quite as big as it had
been. For I sat with the ‘working classes’ and it was not hard to see why Sir Jonathan
Crawford had been making such a big fuss about getting first class
accommodation.


The working class were, to say the least, rather
smelly. And rather ragged too as well, they were.


Which had me puzzled for a while, as I assumed,
quite correctly, that space travel wouldn’t be cheap and so should mostly be
the preserve of the very wealthy.


‘Migrant workers,’ Barry whispered to me. ‘Cheap
labour for the Martian mining companies and the Earth’s Moon development
corporations. Criminals mostly, who have had their long prison sentences cut if
they agree to sign on for work off-world.’


So, a cabin filled with hardened criminal types and
here was I in my dear little sailor suit!


I took myself off to the toilet and displayed to
Barry, in the mirror, the fiercest face I could possibly make. ‘What do you
think of that?’ I said.


‘Not a pretty sight, chief,’ the time sprout replied.
‘But point well taken, and I would stay out of the communal shower if I
were you.’


Presently a well-formed woman, who wore a gasmask, possibly
as a fashion accessory, entered the fetid cabin and informed us, mostly through
the medium of mime, that the spaceship would shortly be taking off and that we
were to extinguish our cigarettes and cigars, fasten our seat belts and
recommend ourselves to our chosen deities (just in case things went wrong).


A ‘fasten seat belts’ sign glowed brightly green.


The ill-washed brute of a man who sat beside me
offered to ‘tuck me in’, but I politely declined this offer and buckled up my
seat belt.


I sat next to a porthole and I looked out of it.


Planet Earth. Sydenham. Nineteen twenty-seven. Up
there the Crystal Palace, yet to burn to the ground in the nineteen-thirties.
And below it the marvellous gothic spaceport building and all those spaceships
parked around and about. And me, a boy from the future come to play the role of
boy-detective-secret-agent-master-spy hero and probably save the world, in my
modest opinion.


I was frankly euphoric.


This was one very big adventure.


No rockets roared as we took off. The ship was
suddenly lifted skyward as if an invisible hand had reached down from above and
snatched it from the Earth. My ears did poppings and gravity’s forces pushed me
down in my seat. But I managed to peep through the porthole and watched as the
planet of my birth seemed first to swell to a mighty blue sphere and then begin
to diminish. And then we were up in the vastness of space with more stars than
I could have imagined splashed all over the black.


The ‘seat belt’ sign was still shining green but the
brute beside me unclipped his safety belt.


I took a certain joy in the way that he floated
rapidly from his seat and cracked his skull on the ceiling. As most children
will tell you, there are few things funnier than the misfortunes of others.


As my now unconscious fellow passenger floated away
down the cabin, to bursts of hilarity equal to my own, an intercom crackled and
the captain of the spaceship spoke to us.


‘My Lords, Ladies, Gentlemen and working folk, this
is your captain and pilot Douglas Bader speaking. You are aboard Her Majesty’s
Space Ship, the HMSS Lovely Lovely Owl, named by Queen Victoria’s great
great great great granddaughter Maisie. Bless her. And indeed bless Her Majesty
–’


Half-hearted mutters of ‘Gawd bless her’ were to be
heard in our cabin. But big cheers echoed from the direction of first class.


‘– we are travelling at the improbable speed of five
hundred miles a minute and will be arriving in ten minutes time, at our first
destination, the luxury liner Leviathan –’


Some grumbling rumbled in my cabin and I also heard
someone spit.


‘– those having legitimate tickets to disembark at
our first destination present them to a member of the cabin crew. Please be
advised that any unauthorised attempts to board The Leviathan will be
met by an armed response of extreme prejudice. To whit, you will be shot dead
and your body cast into space.’


I did whistlings at this, much to Barry’s
displeasure.


And I registered the equal displeasure of my working
class fellow travellers. One used the word that is ‘bastards’. Another went
farther than that.


I just peeped from my porthole. It was none of my
business.


Long minutes passed, during which I was treated to
snatches of conversation that I can only describe as seditious in nature. As I
have said, I had a healthy dislike for toffs, but this bunch, had they been
given the opportunity would have put every toff up against the wall. Having
first done certain unspeakable things, that I would not care to mention.


There was clearly something of a ‘class divide’ in
this nineteen twenty-seven.


And then I saw The Leviathan.


Never in my wildest of dreams could I have imagined
such a thing as The Leviathan. It had somewhat the looks of a great
silver airship, but this was a space ship and over a mile in length. You
might picture an airship as basically sausage-shaped with a cone at each end. The
Leviathan was like ways formed, but its bottom was flat and upon its
uppermost parts spread nothing less than a full-sized facsimile of the Crystal
Palace. And all over the great spreading sides of this marvellous creation were
to be seen glass-covered terraces and balconies. And as we drew slowly
alongside to dock, I saw restaurants and art galleries and shops and a concert
hall. All sheltered beneath glazed roofs through which those privileged who
moved within might view the heavens beyond.


I was simply lost for breath and certainly lost for
words. I would see many wonders aboard The Leviathan but the
memory of my first sight of that fantastic voyager would stay with me forever.


As the HMSS Lovely Lovely Owl settled into
its docking bay with a sigh of hydraulics and various clicks and clackings I
unfastened my safety belt and stole quietly away from the working class cabin
and its truculent occupants.


And I did not float into the air at all. For, as it
was later explained to me, The Leviathan was so large that it created
its own state of gravity. And if this was unlikely then it was probably due to
some super-technology that is now lost to the world. Most probably.


I displayed my ticket to one of the cabin crew and
when the entry port swung down and opened, I was nearly trampled to death by
Sir Jonathan Crawford and his aristocratic companions. Who, by the sound of
their now slurred conversations, had managed to consume several bottles of champagne
during the short trip in the first class salon, where Sir Jonathan had clearly
won them a place.


‘Bastards!’ I whispered to myself.


Barry told me to shush.


I followed the toffs along the corridor that lead to
customs. While they awaited the arrival of their luggage, I passed through as I
had no bags at all.


A chap, who wore just the kind of uniform that I
really wanted, perused my papers and looked me up and down.


‘Another youth for the count,’ said he, in a
rather odd tone of voice.


‘Cabin boy for his space yacht,’ I said and I gave a
smart salute.


‘Well,’ said the chap. ‘You’ll be kept busy. Just
about every high-falooting swell on the four worlds will be attending the
Jubilee ball. The celebrations here will be like nothing on Earth.’ The chap
laughed loudly at what he considered to have been a rather witty remark. I
laughed too, but out of politeness.


‘Ninety years is a very long time for a queen
to be on the throne.’ I said.


‘Her bum would be rather sore,’ said the chap and he
laughed once more, and louder.


‘How do you think she’s lived so long?’ I
asked, when the chap stopped laughing.


He mopped at his eyes with a handkerchief, then blew
his nose upon it. ‘Magic,’ he said in a harsh stage whisper. ‘Everyone know
it’s Venusian magic keeps the old dear going.’


‘Not a monarchist yourself then?’ I said.


‘Deptford boy, me,’ said the chap in the uniform.
‘Laboured for years in the crab works, before I got a chance at this job. I
bows and scrapes like the rest of us here. But given the chance –’


‘You’d have the lot of them up against the wall?’ I suggested.


‘Damnably right,’ the chap winked at me.


‘Perhaps,’ said I, ‘And of course you do not need to
heed my advice, as I am, after all only a child. But perhaps it might be wise
of you to keep such subversive statements to yourself. I am a boy of noble
birth and I might well inform on you to my elders, your betters.’


At this the chap in the uniform literally exploded
into laughter. His eyes did poppings from his face, a face that glowed bright
red. When he had finally managed to fight his way back into a state of sobriety
he begged that I should say no more ‘funny stuff’ or I might be the death of
him.


I shrugged my shoulders and asked him to explain.


‘Well,’ said he, ‘simply, it takes one to know one
and you might be all dolled up in your dear little suit, but there’s no
mistaking what you are. You are as common as pig’s muck, sailor boy.’


My horror of this was not eased at all by the sound
of Barry’s chucklings.


The chap, now coughing as he laughed, applied rubber
stamps to my papers and told me to report to quarterdeck twelve on level
seventeen.


‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you,’ I said. ‘And I
think ten shillings is fair.’


‘Fair for what?’ asked the chap as he dabbed
with his handkerchief.


‘Fair as a bribe,’ I said. ‘A ten shilling note, or
I’ll grass you up to the count.’


This remark had a quite notable effect upon the
jovial chap in the uniform. A certain stillness settled about him, a certain
tint of greyness coloured his face.


‘We don’t grass up our own,’ said he. ‘That is an
unwritten law of the working class.’


‘I so agree,’ I put out my hand for my money. ‘But
we are beyond the atmosphere of Earth here. Beyond the reach of all laws down
below.’


The chap now looked aghast at me.


‘We’ll call it five bob,’ I said.


 


As I took the lift to quarterdeck twelve I ignored
the sounds in my head of Barry remonstrating with me.


‘What kind of behaviour was that?’ went Barry. ‘You
can’t go blackmailing the first official you see!’ went Barry.


‘What on Earth were you thinking?’ he went too.


But I answered that one.


‘What off Earth was I thinking,’ I said. ‘I
was thinking that if the count is really a super criminal, then his minions are
probably a bunch of criminals too. That chap back there certainly was. So I
consider that it was probably prudent to make a bit of a name for myself from
the very first get-go, as it were. As something of a bastard,’ I said.
‘It might earn me promotion.’


As Barry now seemed bereft of speech, I walked on
gently whistling.
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I had seen photographs of the Queen Mary in
all its Art Deco splendour and there were many similarities to be found in the
architectural features of The Leviathan. A great deal of chrome and
coloured glass, brown and cream enamelling and bas-reliefs of figures
representing commerce and the arts.


I have always been a fan of Victorian architecture
myself. The daddy took me to the Natural History Museum when I was very young,
pointed out the terracotta details and had me hooked.


My love stretched to Art Nouveau, with its natural
sweeps and curves, but frankly I have always found Art Deco rather too ‘industrial’
for me.


‘Because you are a snobby little schmuck,’ whispered
Barry.


‘What was that Barry?’


‘Nothing, chief.’


I arrived at level seventeen and knocked upon a door
that took my fancy. It had raised motifs of koi carp, figured, it seemed, in
mother of pearl and set against a vertical sea of lapis lazuli.


I knocked briskly upon this door and receiving no
reply, knocked once again. A voice within called out to me, ‘Come if you must,’
it called. I pushed open the door and entered a very swank office. The floor
was tiled in a black and white chessboard fashion. Which brought back a sudden
memory to me of my uncle Brian, who was very good at chess and bad at spelling.
This sometimes led to problems when he tried to play chess on the cheeseboard.
Although I never understood how that worked. Or indeed how old that joke was.


The walls were white, the ceiling too and beyond a
mighty window lay the universe. Upon one wall hung a large framed photograph of
a young gentleman in a furry Russian hat. He had a face that ticked every box
marked A.


An agreeable face, with an amiable nose and a pair
of amenable ears. Below the nose was an amicable mouth and above this ample mustachios.
His eyes were amber and his goatee beard had a certain ambiguity. Although I
never understood how that worked either.


All in all it was an avuncular, yet ambassadorial
face.


‘The face of the very Devil himself,’ whispered
Barry.


‘Come if you will,’ called a voice and I looked for
its owner. There was a desk that resembled an upturned Rock-Ola jukebox and
behind this sat a man who was not human.


He did not have the looks of Amesha the Venusian. Rather
he was your archetypal little green man. He looked very much like Marvin the
Martian out of the Bugs Bunny cartoons.


‘Not another beastly boy,’ said this version of
Marvin.


I opened my mouth to utter protests, but Barry
counselled caution. ‘He’s from Trubshaw, one of Jupiter’s moons,’ said Barry.
‘They are a right spiteful tribe and you wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side
of them.’


‘I am the count’s new cabin boy, sir,’ I said and
presented all my papers to the small green chap. He turned them before him with
long lime-coloured fingers and when one of his eyes extended upon a stalk to
examine me closer, I found the experience somewhat heartening. Because little
green men with eyes upon stalks is just how space aliens should be.


His eye retracted and then he said, ‘Have you been
assigned sleeping quarters?’


‘Not yet sir,’ I politely replied. ‘A room with a
view of the Earth would be rather nice.’


‘I’ll just bet it would,’ said the verdant one. ‘Do
you have a change of clothes?’


‘No sir,’ I said, ‘but I will gladly be measured for
a uniform with brass buttons. Perhaps with epaulets and certainly a braided cap
to complete the dignified ensemble.’


‘I’ll just bet that you would,’ said the bilious
being. ‘Your papers state that you are fluent in Russian.’


‘Roman Abramovich,’ I said.


‘Pardon me?’ said he of the viridescent visage.


‘It means “whenever I am required to be”,’ I said.


‘I’ll just bet that it does.’


‘So, if someone will be so kind as to guide me to my
cabin, I shall wash my hands before hastening to the ship’s tailor in
residence.’


The emerald eminence opened his glaucous gob.
‘Dormitory four, sub-level ten,’ he said. ‘Farewell.’ He returned my papers and
indicated the door.


 


I now travelled down in the lift.


Down and down and down.


‘I’m glad we’re out of there,’ said Barry.


‘Why?’ I asked the sprout.


‘Because we had exhausted the thesaurus for words
relating to green.’ 


‘There was still olivaceous,’ I said. ‘Not to
mention porraceous.’


‘Porraceous?’ said Barry.


‘I told you not to mention that.’


‘A big fan of Spike Milligan then, chief?’


‘Always will be,’ I said.


 


I did not take at all to dormitory four, down on
sub-level ten. It was dark and dank in there. And long and low and crowded with
hammocks and there wasn’t a window.


‘There seems to have been some mistake,’ I explained
to the surly ruffian who had introduced himself to me as the warden. ‘This
accommodation is quite unsuitable. Who should I speak to regarding an upgrade?’


Then I received a thunderous blow that knocked me from
my feet.


I sprawled on a floor that smelled somewhat of wee
wee, nursing my ear and swearing beneath my breath.


‘I’ll ‘ave none of your lip,’ said the warden.
‘You’ll do as your ordered or you’ll ‘ave me to reckon with.’


‘How dare –’ I began.


But Barry said, ‘best not, chief.’


‘I’m the daddy here,’ said the warden, which caused
me to think of my daddy.


‘Sorry, sir,’ I said and I climbed cautiously to my
feet.


‘This will be your bunk,’ said the warden,
indicating a nearby hammock, composed it seemed from a length of filthy canvas.
‘The ‘ouse rules are on the wall there. Read ‘em and know ‘em by ‘eart. Lunch
is in the mess ‘all down the corridor in fifteen minutes. Don’t be late, it’s
the only meal of the day.’ And giving my good ear a spiteful pinch he turned
and left the dormitory.


The door slammed and I sat alone.


And had a jolly good cry.


‘I want to go home,’ I wailed to Barry. ‘I want my
mum and my daddy. Take me home.’


‘Calm down, chief,’ said the sprout. ‘You can’t
expect it all to be canapés and cockatoo feathers. You have to take the rough
with the smooth and the bingo with the booga-boogaloo.’


‘The bingo with the what?’ I blubbered.


‘Sorry chief, a touch of concussion I think. That
blow had me rattling about here in this empty head of yours.’


‘Empty head, how dare you!’ I said. ‘I’ll have you
know I’m top of my class in woodwork.’


‘That should come in handy, chief, if the count
needs a toast rack making.’


I did huffing and puffing too. I was very upset.


‘What we need to do,’ said Barry, ‘is get an
overview of the situation.’


I sniffed and snivelled and humped and grumped.
‘Whatever do you mean?’


‘I mean, chief,’ said Barry. ‘We need to see the big
picture. Well, perhaps not us personally. But anyone who might be looking in.’


‘Looking in?’ I said to Barry. ‘What are you
talking about?’


‘You know what I’m talking about,’ said Barry.


‘I assure you I do not,’ I said.


‘The remmmmers,’ mumbled Barry.


‘The what?’ I asked of him.


‘The readers, chief. The readers. The readers
who are reading this book.’


‘No!’ I cried out to Barry. ‘You can’t say
that. That is called breaking down the fourth wall. You cannot do that.’


‘Chief,’ said Barry. ‘I am a time travelling holy
guardian sprout currently taking up residence in a schoolboy’s head. The way I
see it, I can do pretty much anything I care to.’


‘Then get me a cabin of my own with a view and an en-suite
bathroom,’ I said.


‘Within reason,’ said Barry. ‘Now I know that this
book is your narrative. All in the first person, as befits one who would bear
the name of Lazlo Woodbine. But frankly, chief, it’s too limiting. If we just
follow what you are doing all the time it’s going to be terribly dull.’


‘I resent that,’ I said. ‘I’m bound to do loads of
exciting things soon. Have some really daring adventures.’


Inside my head Barry shook his and I could feel him
doing it.


‘I’m really interesting,’ I said. ‘I can hold
the readers’ attention. There’s no need to resort to a lot of unnecessary scene
shifting and following the plotlines of other characters.’


‘Chief,’ said Barry. ‘We are at least one fifth of
the way through the story and we haven’t even had a glimpse yet of the central
figure.’


‘I’m the central figure.’ I said.


‘The book is called The Abominable Showman,
chief, Count Ilya Rostov is the central figure.’


‘We saw his photo on the wall. The face with all the
“A”s.’ 


‘That wasn’t even that funny,’ said Barry.


I crossed my legs and folded my arms and said, ‘I’m
not happy with this.’


‘Chief, you very rarely are happy. You are
always moaning about something.’


‘Only when I am the victim of outrageous
circumstance.’ I protested. ‘And that villain did just clip me round the ear.’


‘I’ll do a deal with you, chief,’ said Barry. ‘You
can remain in the first person in all the scenes that you are in. And as you
won’t know about what’s going on in the other scenes because you won’t be in
them, it really won’t matter to you anyway. All right?’


I had a good hard think about this. ‘I’m not sure I
quite understand.’


‘You’ll pick it up as you go along and this way we
get to flesh out the other characters. Give them more depth as it were. And
advance the plot of course. Which is very important.’


‘This all sounds like some sort of pretentious literary
stunt,’ I said. ‘Readers don’t like this kind of stuff. It makes them
uncomfortable.’


‘They will love it,’ said Barry the sprout.


‘I don’t think I will,’ I said. ‘In fact I
can see a lot of flaws and –’


 


In the first class salon, Sir Jonathan Crawford lit
a perfumed cigarette. He –


‘Has it started?’ I asked Barry.


‘Shut up,’ said the sprout.
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Sir Jonathan Crawford was not in the first
class salon. Being a fellow of mercurial disposition, given to unpredictability
and no small degree of wantonness, he had not joined his fellows in the
gorgeously appointed and exclusive salon, but had instead taken himself off to
the on-board library.


The library of The Leviathan was a bibliophiles’
Valhalla. The personal collection of Count Ilya Rostov, it contained countless
rare editions gathered from the four inhabited worlds. Earth, Venus, Jupiter
and Mars. The latter being a planet swept clean of its indigenous population
and colonised by adventurers of the British Empire.


Sir Jonathan sat at an elegant scholar’s desk, topped
by luminescent Venusian marble. He wore ‘spaceman’s whites’, the cool linen
suitings favoured by the wealthy men-about-space.


A tall and striking chap, Sir Jonathan, even when
sitting down. He had that good posture and noble bearing which is worn so naturally
by the well-heeled and well-bred. Topping the magical six feet in height, which
all men secretly aspire to, he wore a full ample moustache, of a style referred
to by hoi-polloi as a ‘minge-worrier’. His chin was firm, his nose aquiline and
he owned to a pair of quite remarkable golden eyes. These he had inherited from
his mother, the Venusian, Leah who had married Lord Brentford in the year
nineteen hundred. The very first such interracial marriage, though many more
had followed.


Sir Jonathan took from his pocket a monogrammed
silver case containing cigarettes. Atomic Extra Longs. Virginia tobacco
flavoured with radium. The very latest thing for the man-about-space. Oblivious
to the NO SMOKING sign he lit up an Atomic and blew a plume of smoke
towards the ceiling high above.


Before him, upon the Venusian marble was an open
copy of The Gentleman Adventurer, the magazine for ‘those who would
venture above and beyond’. This publication dealt mainly with the goings-on above
and beyond the reach of Earth’s atmosphere, although the society gatherings of
the London season were amply covered.


Sir Jonathan leafed idly through the pages. His
golden eyes sweeping over this thing and the next.


He paused a moment to read the latest news of the Congress
of Detectives and Non-Detectives, Considering Huge Interplanetary Police
Stations. A group of concerned ‘experts in the field of law enforcement’ who
were holding their annual convention aboard The Leviathan this very
week.


Sir Jonathan, who although not strictly a private
detective, as Barry had described him to the schoolboy now known as Lazlo
Woodbine, was an expert in the field of law enforcement.


Sir Jonathan was a toff and toffs mixed with other toffs,
and some toffs, through the nature of being toffs, got themselves into all
kinds of legal scrapes. Some of which even nepotism and bribery were found
incapable of extricating them. Such toffs needed the help of a fellow toff to
aid them during their sorrows. And Sir Jonathan would for a price (for
the House of Brentford was now somewhat down on its uppers) and on a single
condition. That the toff in question was actually innocent.


For here was the balance plain in Sir Jonathan’s
character. Whilst his Earthy side concerned itself with matters pecuniary, his
Venusian half dwelled in the realm of altruism. Which made at times for
interesting inner conflicts, which were not aided at all by Berty the beetroot.


Berty will receive mention now, because Berty and
his musings are pertinent. As the granddad of the schoolboy presently known as
Lazlo Woodbine had informed him, in these particular nineteen-twenties man had
knowledge of, and conversation with, his holy guardian angel. And as Barry was
a sprout, Berty was a beetroot and Berty was a loquacious fellow and had often
much to say to his host, Sir Jonathan Crawford.


At times their relationship was a troubled one.


This was one of those times.


‘Congress Of Detectives And
Non-Detectives, Considering Huge Interplanetary Police Stations,’ chirruped
Berty in the head of Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘Or to use its unfortunate acronym,
COD AND CHIPS. A bunch of meddlesome Earthers intent on imposing the will of
the British Empire on other worlds.’


Sir Jonathan spoke through perfumed smoke. ‘It is
not quite that,’ said he.


‘Look at the list of attendees,’ said the beetroot.
‘All the usual suspects.’


Sir Jonathan perused the list, nodding as he did so:


 


Mr Who, the Chinese criminologist.


Digby Barton of Scotland Yard.


Humphrey Gumshoe, the New York private eye.


Dawkins the Simian Sleuth.


Lady Agnes Rutherford, authoress and investigator.


and


Jack Hayward, a Dandy Highwayman, that many were too
scared to mention. But who had mended his ways and opened the now fashionable Dandy’s
Detective Agency.


 


‘A herd of the hopeless,’ piped Berty, ‘a parade of
pompous prigs and waffling whiners. And a Chinaman and a woman too and even an
educated ape.’


‘I have been asked to speak upon a topic of my
choice,’ Sir Jonathan drew deeply upon his cigarette.


‘And you have chosen to speak on “The Giant Crab of
Whitstable and other Anomalous Phenomena”.’


‘I am an acknowledged expert upon such subjects.’


‘Yes, but its –’


‘Cease and desist,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford and
he la-la’d the famous music hall tune ‘Granny’s Imaginary Bottom’ to drown out
further words from Berty the beetroot.


And he licked his thumb and turned another page.


 


TROUBLESOME WOMAN FOILS BANK
ROBBERY ATTEMPT


 


read Sir Jonathan. And:


 


The female vigilante known as
Lady Raygun appeared once more in the very nick of time to foil an attempt to
rob Coutts bank in Piccadilly. The troublesome woman swung down from a
telegraph pole, killing three of the robbers and –


 


‘Good grief,’ said Sir Jonathan, ‘whatever next?’
and he turned another page.


 


THE SEARCH FOR OUR LADY OF SPACE


 


was a title that caught Sir Jonathan’s eye. He read
aloud from The Gentleman Adventurer, much to Berty’s displeasure:


 


Professor Mandlebrot, eminent
theologian and cosmic theorist, will this coming Friday embark upon a scientific
expedition to seek the being known as Our Lady of Space. Professor Mandlebrot
insists that the lady in question is not a mythical creature, or an Elder God,
as has been vigorously propounded by the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Very
Reverent Leonard Hawksmoor, but a ‘physical entity of profound wisdom and
spiritual enlightenment, possibly several centuries of age.’ Professor
Mandlebrot claims that through direct contact with Our Lady he will become at
one with the Urseele, the original soul of God. We wish the professor Godspeed
and eagerly await developments.


 


‘And he was never seen again,’ the voice of
Berty boomed inside Sir Jonathan’s head.


‘Ah-ha!’ said his lordship, turning a page then
tapping a forefinger down. ‘The Poppette is to attend the celebrations.’ And he
read aloud in a strident voice to drown out that of Berty.


‘Sophia Poppette, the space girl, will be a special
guest at the Jubilee celebrations aboard The Leviathan, where she is
expected to join the top table with Her Majesty Queen Victoria, the Prince
Consort and entourage. The Queen’s own couturier has fashioned a gown for the
Poppette that is expected to turn many heads.’


‘I do not see the attraction of that floozy,’ said
the beetroot.


‘The Poppette enjoys the particular celebrity of
being the first human child conceived and born in space. Right here upon The
Leviathan. Her feet have never touched terra firma, she is unique amongst
the tribe of Man. And quite a looker too.’


‘You’ll not get a sniff of that,’ said Berty. ‘She
is the count’s fancy piece.’


‘Silence,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘Enough of
your interminable chatter.’


‘I have your interests at heart,’ declared Berty. ‘I
wish you only the best. Find yourself a wife and settle down. Forget about the Whitstable
Crab and other anomalies nonsense. Cease chasing after Sophia Poppette and
don’t get into dangerous situations.’


‘In a word or two, become dull,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


‘And turn your back upon your scatter-brained
chums,’ continued the beetroot. And get yourself a proper job and –’


But his


 lordship la-la’d fit to burst, drowning out the
beetroot’s words but bringing bad looks to the faces of fellow bibliophiles.


‘And please extinguish that cigarette,’ said a lady
wearing the sheerest of silks and an ostrich-feathered hat.


Sir Jonathan Crawford popped the lighted cigarette
into his mouth, chewed upon it cheerfully and swallowed.


‘Fair lady,’ he said, as he rose to his feet, ‘might
I escort you to luncheon?’


The lady unfurled a fabulous fan and prettily peeped
at his lordship.


‘I do not bite,’ Sir Jonathan said. ‘Unless you
expressly desire it.’


The lady arose, the lord linked her arm and together
they left for their luncheon.


 


Many, many levels below in a dire canteen I beheld
the bowl of gruel.


Lukewarm, grey and noisome to the nostrils, my
troubled gaze moved up from it and onto the face of the beadle.


Unlike Dickens’ Oliver Twist, I would not be asking
for more.


‘If you think I am eating this muck,’ I said, in a
voice that precisely mirrored my disdain, ‘then you are sadly mistaken, my good
man.’


The beadle’s eyes bulged somewhat, his whiskered
cheeks grew purple and he rocked gently back upon his heels.


‘And furthermore,’ I continued. ‘My accommodation is
quite unsuitable and unless reparations are speedily made I will direct my
complaints to a higher source, namely my good friend the count.’


I never saw the blow coming that time, but as I
passed from consciousness I do vaguely remember Barry saying something to the
effect that I didn’t seem to be getting the hang of undercover work.
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Sir Jonathan Crawford deftly steered the young lady
in the ostrich-feathered hat past the gaudy knot of toffs that lounged about
the potted palms at the entrance to Orion’s Eatery.


These toffs were Sir Jonathan’s friends and he knew
each of them well. The foppish and foolish Lord Binky Hartington. John ‘Boy’
Betjeman, poet. Ian ‘the honourable’ Crichton and Michael Fenimore Acrington
Attree, the scoundrel known as Atters.


Boy Betjeman was holding court as Sir Jonathan
passed them by.


‘I have been asked,’ said Boy, ‘to compose lyrics
for a song to be sung at the Jubilee celebrations.’


‘Sung by whom?’ enquired the honourable Crichton,
prising the cork from a champagne bottle and topping up the glasses of his
fellows.


‘Some jazz lady,’ said the Boy. ‘Who sings with that
chap Armstrong and his band.’


‘Spit it out then,’ Atters said. ‘Let’s hear the
likes of it.’


John ‘Boy’ Betjeman placed his filled champagne
glass into the outstretched hand of Atters, assumed the classic poet’s pose,
head held high and arms spread wide and bottom perkily poised, then spoke unto
his fellows in the way a poet should.


‘It is called Nostradamus,’ he said. ‘And it
goes in this fashion –’


 


‘Nost-ra-damus


He said things that did alarm us.


He wore vi-a-ble pyjamas.


Nost-ra-damus.’


 


‘And?’ said Atters, helping himself to the Boy’s
champagne.’


‘That is all I have so far,’ said Boy.


‘Famous,’ croaked Atters, employing the term so
popular amongst toffs to express appreciation. ‘But “viable pyjamas”? I ask
you.’


‘I toyed with “He rode about on twin striped
llamas”,’ said Boy Betjeman, ‘but I preferred the pyjamas.’


‘As you always do,’ Atters returned the now empty
glass and fell about into mirth.


‘Might I suggest the line “He made a living selling
straight bananas”?’ asked the honourable Crichton.


John ‘Boy’ Betjeman scribbled it into his notebook.


 


‘Here my dear,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford having
located a distant table well beyond the sounds of toffly banter. ‘Might I push your
stool in for you?’


‘I do believe it to be a chair,’ said the lady.


‘Later then,’ Sir Jonathan said, though few would
believe he had said it. The lady was seated and then the lord too and
introductions were made.


‘I am Sir Jonathan Crawford,’ said Sir Jonathan, ‘third
Earl of Brentford and champion bladesman, doncha know.’


‘Your reputation precedes you,’ the lady replied. ‘I
am Lady Agnes Rutherford, authoress and investigator.’


‘Ah,’ said Sir Jonathan, biting his bottom lip. ‘That
Lady Agnes, I see.’


‘That?’ enquired the lady.


‘You are an attendee at the detective’s convention.’


‘And you are a speaker,’ said Lady Agnes
Rutherford. ‘Even out here in the great beyond, it is still a very small
world.’


‘Some might say, intimate,’ said his lordship.


‘Some might well,’ the lady Agnes replied.


 


‘And you stay there until you are good and well,’
said the kindly nurse.


I put on a very brave face, a tiny smile at play
upon my lips.


‘Oh such a sweetie in his dear little sailor suit.’
The nurse gave my cheek a tweak and left me all alone in my hospital bed.


‘Priceless, chief,’ said Barry. ‘Important world-saving
things to be done and you’re banged up in The Leviathan’s hospital
ward.’


‘Banged up and all on my own,’ I replied and I wiped
my smiling mouth with a white serviette. ‘And that luncheon of chicken,
potatoes, peas and gravy that the nurse brought to me went down an absolute
treat.’


‘Hm,’ went Barry the sprout.


‘And,’ I continued, lifting the cover of my pudding
bowl and eyeing the portion of Treacle Sponge Bastard that gently steamed
within. ‘I could see me having to be here for a number of days. At least a
week, I would think.’


‘We do not have time for that,’ said Barry.


‘Precisely my thinking,’ I said to the sprout. ‘I am
surprised that you did not reason it out for yourself. Or indeed read my
thoughts.’


‘Go on,’ said Barry. ‘Do tell.’


‘I am supposed to be a boy-spy-detective, am I not?’
I said.


‘You are,’ said Barry. ‘You are.’


‘So I would not get much of that done down on level
God-knows-how-deep, getting bullied about by those monsters, now would I?’


‘Well …..’ said Barry the sprout.


‘I would not,’ I told him. ‘But here, all
alone, for there are no other patients, I can come and go as I please. “Having a
little walk in the hope of getting my strength back” is probably how I will put
it to the lovely nurse.’


‘Oh,’ said Barry. And ‘Fair enough too,’ he said.


‘So,’ I said. ‘I’ll have my pudding and then we’ll
go out for a stroll.’


 


He took a daily stroll about the ship. As would
befit a captain, or the owner, of the vessel. At two of the afternoon clock he
took it, and given the size of the mighty Leviathan he was not done by
five.


As Sir Jonathan took Lady Agnes by the little gloved
hand and whispered words of outlandish flattery to her, Count Ilya Rostov, master
of all he surveyed, passed them by at close quarters.


Venusian sensibilities sent a cold chill rushing
down Sir Jonathan’s spine. He swiftly called to a waiter for champagne.


The count really did not look like a villain,
anything but, in fact. He did have an amiable and avuncular quality. He
waved at folk as he passed them by and blew the ladies kisses. He referred to
his friends as his ‘chumrades’ and heartily laughed at their jokes, however
bad.


The count was of medium height and medium build and wore
a long but unostentatious Russian robe and a big bearskin hat. The only real
hint of his prodigious wealth was perhaps the snow on his high riding boots.


This snow twinkled crystalline white, for it was
formed from diamonds.


‘Skiddly boo,’ called Count Rostov, fluttering his
fingers at the toffs who lounged about near to the potted palms and taking his
leave of Orion’s Eatery.


As ever at his side was his amanuensis and catspaw,
the unspeakable Gurt. For a villain must have catspaws as certainly as he must
have minions. Although many a pedant might say they were one and the same. Gurt
was a catspaw in the grand tradition. A hunchback with a gammy dragging leg.


Gurt’s job was to serve his evil master
unquestioningly, to chronicle his master’s life and works uncritically and to fall
into whatever trap his master laid for him, unwittingly.


He fulfilled his duties with moral rectitude.


And the count only beat him once a week and only
then through respect of tradition alone.


‘Master,’ purred Gurt, as the count mooched along,
for he rarely strode or marched. ‘Master, I have prepared the menus and wine
lists for the Jubilee banquet. Would you care to give them a sneer and have me
do them again?’


The count ran his finger tip along a polished
handrail and examined it with care. ‘A speck of dust,’ he said to Gurt. ‘Have
the cleaner of this corridor severely thrashed.’


‘To within an inch of their lives?’ Gurt enquired,
wringing his hands as he did so.


‘Just to unconsciousness,’ said the count. ‘I am of
a lenient disposition this afternoon. Where is the Poppette to be found?’


‘As often as not in the Great Conservatory,’ said
the unspeakable Gurt, dragging his gammy leg without comfort.


‘Then I shall visit her there, whilst you wait
outside, composing paeans of praise to flatter me upon my return.’


‘My wish is only to serve you, master,’ fawned Gurt.


 


‘An ample serving of pudding,’ I said pushing my
bowl aside and patting my belly. ‘Perhaps a little snooze before we go.’


‘Just try it,’ said Barry and he did a little wiggle
in my head.


‘A sneaky stroll about the ship it is then.’ And I
climbed from the bed and put on my dear little shoes.


‘I will lead the way,’ said Barry. ‘I know of a
secret route by which we can reach the count’s private quarters. There you can
–’


‘I must stop you there,’ I said. ‘I am sure
your secretly-gathered intelligence regarding these matters is of laudable
quality. But it is best that we do things my way.’


‘Your way, chief?’ and Barry let out a kind
of strangled gasp.


‘Your help will at times be appreciated and when I
have cause to ask for it I trust that it will be given without complaint.’


‘What?’ went Barry. ‘What?’


‘I am a key player in this cosmic drama,’ I
said to the sprout. ‘I believe you used the phrase yourself, or one not
entirely dissimilar. So as such I must be in command of the situation at all
times.’


‘But, chief, but –’


‘But me no buts, young Barry,’ I said. ‘Let us be up
and away.’


‘But…but…but…but…but…’


But I left the hospital ward.


 


Count Rostov left Gurt and entered the great glass
house. The conservatory spread along the uppermost reaches of The Leviathan,
an exact and full-sized replica of the Crystal Palace on the hill at Sydenham.


But whereas its Earthly counterpart contained
examples of industry and the arts, this sky-borne wonder of science was home,
it appeared, to every variety of flower and plant and tree as might be found upon
any of the four inhabited worlds. Here bloomed Martian red weed, Venusian
orchids, Jovian sausage bushes. Giant lily pads from Earth rested on the waters
of artificial lakes. Tropical birds of vibrant yellows nested high in the
banana trees. Ferns and ivies, oaks and ashes, plantain and pomegranate. An Arcadian
paradise, a primordial jungle, a biblical Eden all beneath glass on a spaceship
up upon high.


The count removed his bearskin hat and drew a
handkerchief across his brow. Beads of perspiration were already in his eyes. The
temperature was well into the eighties.


‘Poppette,’ called Count Ilya Rostov. ‘Poppette,
where are you?’


A parrot said, ‘Hello,’ somewhere above.


‘Poppette,’ cooed the count. ‘Where are you,
sweetness?’


With the diamonds twinkling on his boots he tiptoed
into the jungle.


When he found her she was naked.


She was kneeling in a glade.


Her hair was white.


Her limbs were pale.


And on her back two tiny fairy wings.


She did not turn to greet him or acknowledge he was
there.


She sang a song composed of words that held a
meaning only known to her.


And when she rose and turned to greet him, unashamed
in her nakedness, he saw not only her ethereal beauty, but the creature to
which she had been singing.


For tethered to its slender stalk there stood a
vegetable lamb.
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They walked together in that house of glass, through
sylvan glades and rested by an artificial stream. He in his robe, with dripping
brow and snow of diamonds on his riding boots. She petite, a naked sylph, with
toes that scarcely touched the moist ripe leaves which carpeted the ground.


He had known her for all of the eighteen years of
her life. She had been conceived in space, daughter to indentured workers who
laboured on the construction of The Leviathan, a ship that had taken
eleven years to build in the empty realm.


What had become of her parents? Some must know, but
none it seemed would say. The count had adopted her as his daughter. He had
taught her to read and to write and although he allowed her no tutors, she had
access to his library and her knowledge of the four worlds was profound.


But she was not of any world. Sophia Poppette was
unique.


‘Uncle,’ she said, for so it was that she addressed
him. ‘Uncle, speak to me of Queen Victoria.’


‘What is it you wish to know, my dear?’ The count
watched birds of paradise as they preened at their marvellous plumage.


‘She will come here, to our home and I shall meet
her?’


‘She is eager to make your acquaintance. And yes,
she will come. In eleven days’ time, to be honoured on the occasion of her
Double Sapphire Jubilee, to celebrate her ninetieth year on the throne.’


‘And she is queen of all the Earth?’


Count Rostov raised his eyebrows. Such gaps in the
Poppette’s knowledge seemed most strange to him.


‘She rules over the British Empire,’ said the count.
‘Which encompasses Mars and the Moon and all of the Earth, excepting the
Americas. They have maintained what they refer to as independence. But for how
much longer, who can say?’


She looked into the uncle’s eyes. ‘Your aura tells
me many things,’ she said. ‘But I would know more of this queen.’


‘There are countless books in the library,’ said
Count Rostov.


‘I read not of Earthly kings and queens.’


‘Then what you would like me to tell you?’


‘Of her age and her many years upon the throne. Do
all monarchs live and rule so very long?’


‘Ah,’ said Count Rostov, mopping the sweat from his
brow. ‘And no my dear, they do not. It is publically broadcast that Her Majesty
has lived so long due to her exercise regime. Fifty press-ups a day and half an
hour of running on the spot. A hearty consumption of health-giving sprouts and
a Mars bar for afters, which helps her work, rest and play.’


The Poppette giggled and said, ‘I do think not.’


‘And you would be correct in such thinking. It is
pure and simply the result of Venusian magic. When, with the destruction of the
Martians, planet Earth was admitted to the brotherhood of planets, Venusian
ambassadors visited the Queen to sign various treaties, they brought her a very
special present. The Aqua Vitae, the Elixir of Life. They knew that the
Queen was a lady of her word and that she would respect their laws and honour
their treaties and so they wished her to remain upon the throne for as long as
might be.’


‘So is your queen immortal?’


The count’s head bobbed from side to side and he
plucked at his Imperial. ‘She has miraculously survived several assassination
attempts and she never appears to age by a single day.’


‘If the elixir was distilled upon Venus,’ said the
Poppette, ‘does this mean that all Venusians are similarly impervious to age
and attack?’


‘No,’ Count Rostov shook his head. ‘The elixir is
very difficult to produce. Very, I….’ he paused.


The Poppette smiled. ‘Yes, Uncle,’ she said. ‘I know
that you have tried to produce it.’


‘And I cannot,’ said the count. ‘Perhaps two drops
can be produced in a single century. There are very few immortals, be assured
of that.’


‘And how long will I live, Uncle?’


Count Rostov shook his head once more. ‘I do not
know, my dear.’


‘But longer than the lamb?’ said Sophia Poppette.


‘Ah, the lamb, the lamb,’ Count Rostov shrugged.
‘The Borametz, the Vegetable Lamb of Tartary.’


‘You will kill it to serve at the celebrations,
won’t you, Uncle?’ the fairy girl’s eyes were emerald green that probed and
pierced at the count.


‘It was grown to be eaten,’ said Count Ilya Rostov.
‘Everything within this great glass house is bred or grown to be eaten. The
fruits of the trees, the birds of the air, the monkeys and the frogs.’


‘Perhaps one day you will eat me too.’


Count Rostov turned away his face, for at these
words a tear had come to his eye.


 


‘I’m not going to cry,’ I said to Barry. ‘No matter
what happens to me, I am not going to cry ever. No matter what.’


‘Of course you won’t, chief,’ said Barry the sprout.
‘Stiff upper lip and all that.’


‘I may not be brave,’ I said, ‘but I’m clever. I’m
not a foot soldier, you see. More of a military strategist.’


‘Where exactly is this leading, chief? And for that
matter where exactly are we?’


I had taken the lift to its topmost level and now
was wandering corridors that seemed to have no end.


‘Getting to know the lie of the land,’ I said.


‘You are lost, chief. Just fess up and admit it.’


I affected a haughty air and pointed, ‘This is the
way we shall go,’ I sniffed and I set off at a march.


Presently a voice in my head said, ‘This seems
rather familiar.’


‘Nonsense,’ I replied to that and set off once more.


At length Barry said, ‘These fire extinguishers,
chief, we have now passed them more than five times to my reckoning.’


‘Nonsense,’ I said, yet again. ‘All fire extinguishers
look alike, there is nothing special to these.’


‘Strange that we haven’t seen anyone else on this level,’
said Barry.


‘We should be glad for that,’ was my reply. ‘And I
am going in this direction now.’


A little later we reached three fire extinguishers
which did have something of a familiar look to them.


‘A different three entirely,’ I said to Barry, in
case he had further opinions that he felt the need to express.


‘Chief,’ said the sprout, ‘indulge me if you will.’


I sighed and said, ‘Go on then, what do you want?’


‘Take off one of your dear little shoes and hang it
on a fire extinguisher.’


‘And hobble?’ I enquired. ‘I would look rather
foolish with one shoe off.’


‘As we have yet to encounter a single soul upon this
level, it is a risk that even one who lacks for bravery such as yourself might
be prepared to take.’


‘I should not tolerate such foolishness,’ I said,
but I obliged the silly sprout and marched away in one shoe.


And just a little later.


‘Well,’ I said to Barry, ‘here’s a thing.’


‘A thing that looks like a dear little shoe,’ said
Barry.


‘But I am sure we didn’t turn any corners,’ I said.


‘Oh, it’s we now is it?’ said Barry.


‘I walked in a straight line all the
way along this corridor.’ I turned and gazed back along it. It looked very long
and very straight indeed.


‘Would you care to try it one more time, chief?’


I did so and said, ‘Well now, bless my soul.’


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ said Barry to me. ‘Oh dear, oh
dear, oh dear.’


‘There would be a rational explanation,’ I said.
‘Probably something to do with the curve of space.’


‘There is no curve of space, chief,’ said Barry.
‘And neither was there a Big Bang or any other such theoretical gibberish.’


I put on my troubled face, though Barry could not
see it.


‘We did not pass the lift doors on our way from here
to … er… here,’ I said.


‘And so, chief,’ said Barry. ‘I can confidently
report that on your very first undercover spying mission, you have walked
straight into a trap.’


‘I do not see how you could possibly draw that
conclusion.’ I said and I stamped my foot. And hurt my toes, so I put my dear
little shoe back on and made two fists instead.


’I have a very bad feeling about this,
chief,’ said Barry. ‘And if I am not mistaken.’


‘Yes?’ I sighed. ‘Go on.’


‘Just indulge me please, chief. Turn around and try
to walk back along the corridor you have just walked along.’


‘Try?’ said I.


‘Indulge me.’


I sighed once more, then turned around, then said, ‘Now
how is that?’


For there was now no corridor at all to be seen.


There was nothing but a plain blank wall.


And when I turned back.


There were no fire extinguishers.


But indeed another blank wall.


So I stood, alone but for Barry in what amounted to
a little walled box. And my bottom lip began to quiver and tears came into my
eyes.


 


‘The universe cries out for justice,’ said Lady
Agnes Rutherford. She and Sir Jonathan had not got far into luncheon. They had
picked at posh prawn cocktails, but were three quarters of the way
through a bottle of vintage champagne.


‘Justice?’ said Sir Jonathan, refilling the champagne
flutes.


‘There is evil abroad,’ said her ladyship. ‘All
across the universe. Though each planet holds to its laws, space itself remains
unpoliced.’


‘It is rather large to police,’ said Sir Jonathan.
‘Would you care for a sausage on a stick?’


Lady Agnes waved away the sausage. ‘Piracy is rife,’
she said, ‘and kidnapping and murder, but if it is beyond the local
jurisdiction of a planet, a blind eye is turned and the crime remains
unpunished.’


‘Because without a law to be broken, it does not
qualify as a crime,’ Sir Jonathan said. ‘And I must add that the laws of each
planet conflict with each one another. To enter one of the forbidden areas on
Venus, the punishment is death.’


‘Somewhat harsh by the standards of Earth, I grant
you,’ said the lady.


‘But not so harsh as on Jupiter. Where one might be
boiled alive for the crime of stealing a pie.’


The lady nodded thoughtfully. ‘It must be noted,
however,’ she said, ‘that stealing a pie is the only crime that one can commit
upon Jupiter.’


‘True,’ said Sir Jonathan, ‘the Jovians do not
trouble themselves with laws as they all seem to get on rather well and have no
need for them. The pie law was only put in place so that they might appear law
abiding to folk of other worlds.’


‘I am not certain whether that makes any sense at
all,’ said Lady Agnes, raising her glass and draining away its contents.


‘It doesn’t really have to,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘For
we are, after all, only going through the motions of conversation. Prior to the
sexual shenanigans in which we will shortly engage.’


‘Good sir,’ said the lady. ‘You leave me
open-mouthed.’


‘Such is my intention,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘And –’
but whatever excruciating innuendo was about to issue from his open
mouth was mercifully stifled by the very loud explosion.


A siren wailed and lights began to flash.


A steward’s voice on the tannoy announced, ‘The
liner is under attack.’
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Sir Jonathan Crawford arose from the dining table.


‘Madam,’ he said to the Lady Agnes. ‘If you would be
so kind as to follow me.’


Her ladyship remained in her chair, ‘I have not
finished all of my prawns,’ she said.


‘But, dear lady, the liner is under attack.’


‘And you are suggesting what? That I find
cover somewhere, or perhaps take up arms and join in the melee?’


‘Perish the thought of either,’ said Sir Jonathan.
‘I was hoping you might accompany me to the observation deck, where we can
watch the battle whilst enjoying a cocktail or two.’


‘That would be nice,’ said Lady Agnes Rutherford.


 


‘Barry,’ I said, ‘nice Barry.’


‘Nice, Barry?’ said the sprout.


‘Very nice Barry,’ I said to my unseen
companion. ‘Do you recall when earlier I mentioned the matter of accepting your
assistance when I felt it was required?’


‘I vaguely recall something of the sort,’ said Barry
the sprout. 


‘And of course you are my holy guardian.’


‘This is the case,’ said Barry.


‘Well,’ I said. ‘How shall I put this?’


‘Let me save you the trouble, chief. You have
entered a trap, clearly designed to snare trespassers who have not been granted
permission to enter this area.’


I said nothing, so Barry went on.


‘And I see that your breath is growing somewhat
short and your vision somewhat cloudy.’


I opened my mouth to agree with this, but no words
could I utter.


‘Which suggests to me,’ Barry went on once more, ‘that
a soporific agent, most likely some kind of sleeping gas, is now being
introduced to this confined environment.’


I made gasping croaking sounds to express my
agreement with this.


‘And so you wish me to –’


Then things went rather black.


 


The blackness of space, bejewelled with stars was a
most dramatic backdrop for a battle.


Upon the observation deck with its domed glass
ceiling and steamer chairs had gathered many passengers and crew.


Sir Jonathan pressed into the crowd, tipping the
wink to those he recognised.


‘Ah,’ said he, ‘Lady Agnes, do you know the owls?’


‘The owls?’ said her ladyship, ‘pardon me do.’


‘They are “Als”,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘But
“Als” sounds like “owls” and the three are so often together.’ He reached out a
hand and had it firmly shaken.


‘Your servant, madam,’ said an Al in an American
accent.


‘Al Capone,’ said Sir Jonathan, introducing her
ladyship. ‘A notable Chicago business man.’


‘And here,’ and another Al put out his hand. A
rather black hand too it was and smelling of boot polish.


‘Mr Al Jolson,’ said Sir Jonathan and behind his
hand he added, ‘He thinks he is a black man. Please humour him.’


The lady shook the hand of Mr Jolson.


‘And finally,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘A fellow of some
notoriety.’


‘I know this gentleman well,’ said Lady Agnes and
she put out her hand to receive the serpent’s kiss from Mr Aleister Crowley.


A violent explosion curtailed further niceties.


Some passengers took to the duckings of heads, but most
of them simply cheered.


Sir Jonathan beckoned a waiter. ‘The cocktail list if
you please,’ said he. ‘And tell me who is attacking the ship today?’


The waiter presented the cocktail list. ‘Space
pirates,’ he said, ‘from the Jovian moon Trubshaw. The attack was arranged for
three-thirty, but they are half an hour late.’


‘Arranged?’ queried Lady Agnes Rutherford.
‘This attack was arranged?’


‘There was a deadline,’ said the waiter. ‘For the
ransoming of the kidnapped crew members. They were snatched, you see, whilst
doing work outside.’


Lady Agnes shook her puzzled head.


‘The Trubshawians sent a ransom note. Pay up some
outrageous sum, or the crew members would be killed and The Leviathan
attacked.’


‘And this ransom note was addressed to Count Rostov,
I suppose?’ said her ladyship.


The waiter nodded dismally. ‘And he does have a
policy of non-cooperation when it comes to kidnappers.’


‘I see,’ said her ladyship, and perusing the list
she ordered a rum and cocaine. ‘Is this a regular occurrence?’ she asked Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


His lordship nodded his noble head. ‘Almost weekly,
doncha know,’ said he. ‘The Leviathan is pretty much impervious to
attack. Some force-field powered by the transfiguration of super comic Aunty
Matty, or some such fol-de-rol. But it makes for good entertainment. The ship’s
prang cannons will open up in a minute and blast the blighters from the sky.
But not until cocktails are served, I trust.’


‘Not until then,’ said the waiter.


 


It is generally not until you are getting old that
you begin thinking seriously about death. When you are young it’s a queer thing
for sure, but it rarely seems to touch those close to you. In my short life I
had attended several funerals, of a grandma and two elderly aunts. But these
were peripheral beings, and seemed to be of another time and really did not
belong at all in this one.


I certainly never thought about my own death when I
was a child. I assumed it to be very far away. But when in that confined space
with strange chemicals entering my body and my breath beginning to fail me,
death seemed very near indeed. A black and horrid empty thing closing in about
me.


I became very afraid and I wished to be with my mother
and the daddy. And I prayed for my salvation and hoped that God would not find
fault with me. For I was not a wicked child and after all it is written
that children and good dogs all go to Heaven.


Thus I was rather aggrieved to wake in Hell.


 


‘Hellish good cocktail,’ said Aleister Crowley. ‘Mescaline
and lemonade, with a hint of vermifuge, nux vomica and a sprinkling of Cooper’s
Bum Emulsifier, just to give that extra kick.’ And he swallowed it down in one.


Sir Jonathan Crawford raised his glass to Lady Agnes.
They and the three owls lazed in steamer chairs gazing up towards the glazed
dome roof where exciting things were on the go.


Spaceships were a-swooping down and firing off their
guns. Explosive shells shivered into splinters against the invisible shield of
space-made-solid through some wondrous scientific means. The effect was one of
a titanic firework display which climaxed when The Leviathan finally
returned fire and atomised the Trubshawian pirate vessels.


‘Now that’s entertainment,’ said Mr Al
Jolson, putting on his white gloves and waving his hands in the air.


‘My dear Aleister,’ said Lady Agnes Rutherford.
‘What brings you so far from Cefalù?’


‘My Lady,’ replied Mr Crowley. ‘I had no idea that
you were aware of my spiritual retreat.’


‘The papers are full of the orgies,’ the lady
replied.


‘And a poor account they give of them,’ Aleister Crowley
ordered further cocktails. ‘I am here as Count Rostov’s guest. He wishes to
avail himself of my occult knowledge.’


‘That should take less than ten minutes,’ said Mr Al
Capone.


Aleister Crowley leaned over in his chair and
whispered words into the ear of Al Capone.


A certain pallor dimmed the businessman’s cheeks. He
put his hand to his mouth and sought in haste the toilet.


The occultist chuckled.


Sir Jonathan chuckled too. ‘Damned colonial,’ he
said and he raised his glass to Crowley.


 


‘Damned and dismal child.’


The voice of the demon spoke unto me and I beheld
its face.


A twisted wicked broken thing it was.


The spawn of the pit glared down at me and I gaped
back at it.


‘There is some mistake,’ I said, when I had located
my voice. ‘I am supposed to be in Heaven. Could you have a word with your
supervisor, please?’


The demon laughed into my face with burning
brimstone breath. ‘Little burglar boy,’ it said. ‘Damned for all eternity.’


‘I am a friend of the Pope,’ I said, though I don’t
know quite why I said it.


Well, I do, I suppose. Out of desperation,
really.


The demon laughed some more and I held my nose.


‘Nasty skulking burglar boy creeping round the
private levels.’


‘I got off on the wrong floor,’ I said. ‘I was on my
way to the ship’s chapel to pray for the souls of the departed.’


The demon, having tired with laughter just went
‘Blurgh!’ instead.


‘I want my mummy,’ I wailed.


‘That’s enough,’ said another voice, a kinder one this
time.


I watched as the demon was hustled aside and an
affable face beneath a great bearskin hat looked down upon me.


‘Count Ilya Rostov,’ I said to his face. ‘So you are
dead as well.’


Count Ilya Rostov laughed a pleasant laugh. ‘No, my
little chumrade,’ he said. ‘You walked into the trap I set for burglars.’


‘In truth,’ I replied. ‘I was not on my way
to the chapel.’


‘Good and honest boy,’ said Count Ilya Rostov.


‘I was on my way to see you, sir. I am
your new cabin boy.’


I fumbled in the pocket of my sweet little sailor
suit and brought to light my rather crumpled papers. ‘There, as you will see,’
I said, handing them to the count.


The Master and Commander looked at these. ‘So,’ said
he, ‘you speak the Russian tongue.’


‘Che Guevara,’ I said in ready reply.


‘I am very impressed,’ said Ilya Rostov.


‘So,’ I said, making a salute. ‘Lazlo Woodbine
presenting himself for duty, sir. If you could show me to my private
cabin I would like to take a nice little nap. It has been a rather trying day.’


‘Priceless,’ said Count Rostov.


‘Shall I poke him down the rubbish chute and send
him into space?’ the demon asked.


‘No, Gurt,’ said Count Rostov. ‘Not the chute for
this naughty fellow. I think I will let him take the job.’


I smiled up at the count and said my thank yous.


‘But,’ and the amiable face pressed close to
my own. ‘If you get up to any more shenanigans, my little chumrade, I will have
Gurt do certain things to your young and tender person.’ And Count Rostov
whispered explicit details into my unwilling ear.


And I was sick all over my sailor suit.
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I awoke in the very bestest of moods. I pushed back
the linen coverings from my comfy bed, stepped down from it onto the cosy
carpet and took myself over to the porthole of my private cabin to have a look
out at the day.


Which was also night, of course, as I was up in
space.


An arc of blue bisected the blackness. Planet Earth
was looking good below.


And I myself was looking good above it. I had been
issued with rather smart pyjamas and upon the door hung my uniform. Navy blue,
brass buttons, epaulets upon the shoulders, braid upon the cap. I had been
measured for it the previous day and tailoring services excelled aboard the
great Leviathan.


‘Splendid,’ I said and then I whistled.


Just as loud as I could.


‘Aaagh! Waark! By Our Lady of Space! Oh!’


‘Good morning, Barry,’ I said with a grin. ‘Sorry,
did I wake you?’


Barry mumbled certain obscenities. I chose to ignore
them.


‘Well well well,’ I said to my green companion.
‘What about all this then, eh?’ And I did a sort of pirouette and made all-encompassing
gestures. ‘Smart and private cabin and a uniform.’


Barry muttered something. Praise for my judgement
most likely.


‘You see,’ I told him. ‘All you had to do was leave
everything to me. I said I could manage by myself and look how well I’ve done.’


Barry now maintained a stony silence.


‘Sour grapes,’ I said to him. ‘Sour grapes for a
sprout,’ and I tittered as I said it.


‘It will end in tears, chief,’ said the sprout of
time. ‘You really should take my advice and do what I tell you to do.’


‘What you tell me to do?’ I enquired.


‘What I suggest, chief. With your interests
at heart, of course.’


‘Of course,’ I said and I smiled upon my uniform and
gave its shoulders a stroke.


There was a badge upon the breast, letters wrought
in golden thread upon a purple background. MSE those letters were. They
glittered in their goldery.


‘MSE?’ I said and I scratched my head.


Barry made a very rude suggestion.


‘I would expect it would be Mid-Shipman Excelsior,
or something similar,’ I said. ‘Which means that I have probably already
received a promotion before I have even begun the job.’


‘Very likely, chief,’ said Barry. ‘Very
likely indeed.’


‘Now Barry, don’t be bitter,’ I said. ‘And go back
to sleep as I need to take a poo.’


 


My orders were to report at the stroke of nine to
number six docking bay, where I would be amongst the ‘welcoming committee’.


Exactly whom we were welcoming was quite unknown to
me, but I rather liked the idea of being on a committee. It was clear that
Count Rostov had recognised in me the great potential that I recognised in
myself.


I looked very dashing in my uniform. The ship’s
shoemaker had made me a pair of patent leather boots and these had steel tips
on the heels that clicked as I marched along.


‘I was born to this, you know,’ I said to Barry. ‘A
life of responsibility and excitement. I am officer material, there is
absolutely no doubt about that.’


‘Just remember why are you are here,’ said Barry.


‘Ah yes,’ I said. ‘Regarding that. You will pardon
me for saying this, but it is all somewhat vague. I was chosen to be sent back
to this time by my older self. To do something that only I could do,
which in some way would save the world as we know it, or things of that nature
generally.’


‘And your point is?’ Barry asked.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘and pardon me for being pedantic.
But what precisely is this threat? What is the terrible plot or the evil
conspiracy? What is the dreadful calamity that I alone can avert?’


‘Not you alone,’ said Barry the sprout. ‘But
your involvement is essential.’


‘Yes but what is it essential for? And am I
not supposed to be a spy, or a secret agent, or a boy detective, or something?’


‘We will discuss this later,’ said Barry. ‘For see
we have arrived at the docking bay.’


As indeed we had. And the docking bay was looking
very festive. There was bunting draped about the place and flags of all nations
too and a great big banner that read:


 


THE PASSENGERS AND CREW


OF THE LEVIATHAN WELCOME


THE CELEBRATED PROFESSOR


MANDLEBROT AND HIS FEARLESS


PARTY OF EXPLORERS


 


‘Oooh,’ I said to Barry. ‘A professor and his
fearless party of explorers. I’ll bet he’s like Professor Challenger who
discovered The Lost World.’


‘Not quite,’ said Barry.


I then spied my employer. Moving easily about the
gathered throng, shaking hands and calling people chumrades.


It occurred to me then that perhaps Count Ilya
Rostov was not quite the all-round bad egg that Barry was painting him to be.
All right, he was a count and it is a fact well known to those who know
it well that counts are inevitably villains. I would cite Count Dracula and
Count Otto Black as two notable examples of this truism. And certainly Count
Rostov had whispered something so ghastly into my ear that it had caused me to
throw up all over my dear little sailor suit (a blessing in disguise as you
might say). But was he really a monstrous villain or simply a man of
power who sought to hold onto his power in the way that one would, through the
exercise of discipline and to some degree, fear?


‘Did I ever mention that you are wise beyond your
years?’ asked Barry, breaking in on my thoughts.


‘Not in a manner that I found wholly convincing,’ I
said.


‘Fair enough then,’ said the sprout. ‘Ah, see the
count is climbing onto a rostrum.’


And indeed the count was. Not a preposterously tall
and imposing rostrum, of the type favoured by the evil Mr Hitler, but a modest
affair all hung with exotic flowers.


‘My Lords, my Ladies, my chumrades,’ the count
began. ‘We are gathered here to greet a great man. A hero of the Empire. An explorer
extraordinaire. You will have read of his exploits in the press and I am sure
many of you will have visited the British Museum to view the fruits of his
previous expeditions. I allude of course to such treasures as King Solomon’s
mining helmet, the sacred pram of Jesus, Holy Mary’s handbag and Krishna’s
Sunday suit. Amongst others –’


‘What?’ I went. ‘What nonsense is this?’


‘Not quite Professor Challenger, is it?’
whispered Barry.


‘– I myself,’ the count continued, ‘am funding the
professor’s latest expedition.’ He paused to absorb the applause that greeted
this. ‘My thanks. The professor, as you will probably have read in this week’s
issue of The Gentleman Adventurer, is about to embark on his latest and
indeed greatest expedition. To contact Our Lady of Space.’


Barry groaned most dismally.


‘Shut up, please, I said.’


‘Should the professor succeed in his quest, and
given his past successes I have no reason to believe that he will not, then it
will herald the dawn of a golden age. For through Our Lady the professor
intends to gain at-oneness with the Urseele, the original soul of God.’


I put on a doubtful face. I wasn’t too sure about that.


‘And so,’ the count went on, ‘let me introduce you
to this great man, whose spaceship The Pilgrim, a ship that it has been
my honour to supply to the professor, has just docked right here. Your
hands in warm welcome for Professor Erich Mandlebrot.’


All and sundry put their hands together. It was a
goodly well-dressed welcoming committee, toffs and toffettes. White linen
suits, ladies in sylph-like flapper gowns. And this posh bunch cleared a path
and cheered and some whistled to welcome the professor.


I had to push somewhat forward, as I could not see
him. I had naturally imagined a burly adventurer with a proud chin and
chiselled features, broadly chested, straightly backed, as would befit a hero
of the Empire.


A short, squat figure bumbled through the crowd. He
had a big red face and a big white beard and had he been wearing a big red suit
he would have passed for Father Christmas. However, he wore instead a
three-pieced tweed affair that had clearly seen better days and on his head
perched a trilby hat.


‘You are not cheering,’ Barry said.


And indeed I was not cheering.


‘He looks a bit of a nutter,’ I whispered to Barry.
‘And as for Jesus’ pushchair and the rest!’


‘Not convinced then, chief?’ And I heard Barry do
that chuckle once again.


But mostly I just heard the cheering. It was clear
that Professor Mandlebrot was something of a favourite with the crowd. They
whooped and cried ‘Bravo’ and several toffs flung linen boaters high into the
air.


The professor reached the rostrum, but required
assistance to actually mount the steps. Once atop he looked somewhat uneasy. The
count shook him by the hand.


‘Professor,’ said he, raising his free hand to
silence the crowd. ‘The floor is yours, my friend.’


Professor Mandlebrot released the count’s hand and
gripped the rostrum’s handrail. He swayed a little then he spoke in a curious
high-pitched voice.


‘Dear people,’ he said. ‘Dear lovers of truth, dear
brothers and sisters of the Holy Spirit. We live in times of great technical
achievement. All about us here the wonders of science. The folk of this solar
system have conquered space, electricity is broadcast through the aether. Such
modern miracles, such triumphs of engineering and advanced mathematics.


‘But I ask you this. What has become of us? What has
become of the human soul? The spirit of Man? In our mad rush forward to embrace
each new gadget and gewgaw we have lost our spiritual selves. We have become
the damned.’


He paused and there was a certain heaviness that
seemed to fill the air. A sense of oppression. A sense of fear? A sense of
guilt, perhaps?


I glanced all around and about. Toffs were nodding
thoughtfully. Some toffettes quietly wept into their hankies.


‘He does know how to hold a crowd.’ I heard the time
sprout whisper.


‘And so,’ said Professor Mandlebrot, ‘I have taken
it upon myself to shoulder the burden of Mankind. To seek the lost spirituality,
you might say, and return with it to Earth. Legends and myths of all lands
speak of Our Lady of Space. A goddess not of worlds, they say, but of the space
between. And now we have the capability to traverse this space. And I will seek
this goddess.’


The crowd applauded loudly, but I just shook my
head.


‘Count Rostov has kindly supplied me with a ship and
a crew to man it. We will fly directly into the lens which is the eye of God.’


The crowd applauded even louder, they were clearly
impressed.


‘Fly directly into the lens?’ I whispered to Barry
the sprout.


‘The professor has a theory,’ Barry replied. ‘Not
his own, because it has been around for quite some time, in occult circles, or
as you might say, amongst the lunatic fringe. It runs that the sun is not
really a flaming star generating light and heat for the solar system. Rather it
is a gigantic lens positioned in the floor of Heaven and through which shines
the glory of God to bless us with its radiance.’


‘Good grief,’ I whispered. ‘That is one of the
maddest theories I have ever heard. And this joker means to fly a spaceship
directly into the sun in the hope that it is really a magical lens which will
admit him into Heaven?’


‘That’s about the shape of it,’ said Barry. ‘And a
wonky cock-eyed shape it is to be sure.’


The professor had been speaking more during my
conversation with the sprout and I had not been paying him any attention, but
when he suddenly cried, ‘Bring them forward, let them take a bow,’ and I found
myself suddenly being propelled towards the rostrum, my attention returned to
the red-faced loony man.


‘I give you,’ he shouted, ‘the fearless crew of The
Pilgrim.’


Applause roared out and I looked about. I had been
thrust into a line. A line of boys, similar in height and age it seemed to
myself. They all wore uniforms identical to my own. Uniforms with that MSE
embroidered logo thingy on the breast.


‘It is my joy to present the fearless crew of The
Pilgrim,’ called Professor Erich Mandlebrot. ‘Who will fly with me into the
eye of God. The crewmen of the Mandlebrot Solar Expedition, the boys of the MSE.’
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‘Oh no no no!’ I shouted. ‘No and no again!’


The crowd cheered rather loudly at this and a lady
patted my head.


‘Such a modest boy,’ said the professor.


‘It’s not modesty, you loon,’ was my reply. ‘I did
not volunteer for this.’


‘You are a cabin boy, first class,’ the professor
said. ‘Hand-picked by Count Rostov himself, who recognised your special
qualities.’


I turned a bitter eye upon Count Rostov.


The count gave me a smile and waved his hand.


So I made a break for it.


 


‘So, chief,’ said Barry. ‘What was it you were
saying about being in charge of the situation and doing things your way?’


I had nothing to say to the sprout.


I was pouring beer.


I had been hustled aboard The Pilgrim shortly
after my failed attempt at escape. A boy slightly larger than myself, though
clearly lacking in intellect, had been put in charge of me and told to beat me
soundly if I did not pull my weight.


My protests at this had left me nursing a
black eye.


And now, to my horror, The Pilgrim was in
space.


The order had been given to ‘set the controls for
the heart of the sun’ and I had been told to serve the beers whilst keeping my
mouth tightly shut.


So I poured beers in stony sullen silence.


The other boys came and went about their respective
businesses. Either clearly oblivious to their impending doom, or labouring
under a complete and ill-founded trust in Professor Mandlebrot’s theories.


One told me what an honour it was to serve such a
hero.


Another asked what time this bus got into Fulham
Broadway.


Barry sang ‘Keep Your Sunny Side Up’, which I did
not find amusing.


Alone in the toilet I took him to task.


‘This is all your fault,’ I said to Barry.


‘All my fault, chief? We’ve been through this
and you are clearly to blame.’


‘That evil villain Rostov is to blame,’ I said, for
I had considerably modified my views of the count. ‘My secret mission has
clearly been compromised. Someone has betrayed me to that child-murdering
monster. We will have to abort the entire operation. Return me at once to
nineteen sixty-one. Now.’


I took a deep breath and prepared to travel through
time.


I closed my eyes and I waited.


Then I re-opened my eyes.


‘We are still here,’ I said to Barry. ‘How would you
account for this?’


‘You can’t abandon your mission now,’ said Barry.


‘My dear little green chumrade,’ I said to
the sprout. ‘This spaceship is bound for a hideous molten end and my life
is in dire jeopardy. Would you not agree?’


‘Are you suggesting,’ Barry asked. ‘That I take over
and we do things my way from now on, chief?’


I did grindings of the teeth, and mumbled agreement.


‘I didn’t quite catch that, chief,’ said Barry.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘You’re in charge.’


‘You promise that?’ the time sprout asked.


I dibbed and dobbed as a boy scout should and
grudgingly said that I promised.


‘Do it once again,’ said Barry.


‘Once again?’ I asked.


‘Once again without your fingers crossed.’


‘Spiteful little sod,’ I said, but I uncrossed my
fingers. ‘And now,’ I went on, to the sprout in my head, ‘get us out of here.’


Barry was silent for a moment, then said, ‘I’ll give
it some thought.’


‘Give it some –’


But a banging came upon the toilet door.


‘Out of there you lazy turd!’ cried the bigger boy.


 


It was gruel for lunch and I was appalled. And as to
the sleeping accommodation! A dormitory, a row of hammocks! But not before we
got a little pep talk from the mad Professor Mandlebrot.


‘Gentlemen,’ he said to us, as he stood us all in a
row. ‘I am sure that to a limited degree you are capable of understanding the
enormity of what you have become involved in.’


‘Enormity is right,’ I said.


The bigger boy gave me a ‘dead-leg’.


‘We are spiritual pioneers. We will penetrate Heaven
itself yet in our physical bodies.’


‘Oh no we won’t,’ I said.


The bigger boy stamped on my foot.


‘When we pass through the lens and experience the Urseele,
we will become transcendent. As supermen, you might say.’


‘Or as burnt little crisps.’


The bigger boy gave me a Chinese burn and I vowed to
take my revenge.


‘We must return within ten days,’ said Professor
Mandlebrot. ‘In time for the Jubilee celebrations aboard The Leviathan.
It is my avowed intention to present the monarch with a token of our visit to Paradise.
A little piece of Heaven brought to Earth, as might be said.’


‘Some chance,’ I said.


And as the bigger boy leaned close to pull my hair I
kneed him very hard right in the testes.


He doubled up with much panting and groaning. Our
captain, the professor, ‘naughty-naughty’d’ with his finger.


‘My apologies,’ I said to him. ‘But sir, I hate to
disillusion you regarding your deeply held spiritual convictions, but I regret
that I must. The sun is not a lens through which shines the radiance of the
Almighty. It is a dirty great flaming star and that is that.’


‘Oh ye of little faith,’ said the professor. ‘Off to
your hammocks now all of you. An early start in the morning.’


 


The following morning Sir Jonathan Crawford was up
for an early breakfast. He was not by nature an early riser and indeed today
was no exception to this rule. He was not as such up for an early
breakfast as simply having an early breakfast. For he had not taken a
minute of sleep during the previous night.


He had, in a most scandalous fashion, spent
the entire night in the first class cabin of Lady Agnes Rutherford, where the
two of them had playfully and joyfully engaged in what can only be described as
sexual intercourse.


Sir Jonathan was not untalented in this particular
field of endeavour and was adept at not only ‘taking tea with the parson’ and ‘splitting
the old bamboo’, but also ‘kick-starting kitty’ and ‘petting the perfumed puss’.


Practising any one of these in London would
have been rewarded by five years’ hard labour. But high above and beyond the
law, the libertine ways of Sir Jonathan Crawford were hardly even a matter for
discussion.


Except amongst several members of the liner’s crew
who had taken turns at peeping through the keyhole.


As Lady Rutherford was having a bit of a lie in, Sir
Jonathan took breakfast on his own.


He sat at a table dressed with white linen in one of
the many cafés on the glass-covered promenade deck. A waiter brought him
croissants and coffee.


A smile played upon the lips of his lordship as he
thought of the previous night’s hanky panky. Her ladyship had proved to be a
most accomplished lover, combining coquettishness and innocence with lustful
abandonment into a particularly pleasing union. Sir Jonathan was quite a little
puffed.


He munched upon croissants and sipped his black
coffee and gazed at the heavens above. He had attended the waving off of
Professor Mandlebrot the previous day and watched The Pilgrim diminish
into the blackness. That was surely a very foolish venture, but then these were
very foolish times.


Upon the table lay the latest issue of The
Gentleman Adventurer. The foolish face of Professor Mandlebrot grinned from
the front cover.


‘Twit,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. He sipped
further coffee and flicked through the pages of what was after all his very
favourite magazine. The Gentleman Adventurer had run a number of
articles about him during the last season, featuring photographs of his
extensive collection of monocles and walking canes, and an interview which Sir Jonathan
considered hadn’t really shown him in his best light. He had sought to portray
himself as an intellectual man of letters and gentleman about town. The editing
(for surely that was to blame) had left readers with the impression that
he was an empty-headed roué.


But it was still his favourite magazine.


 


TROUBLESOME WOMAN BELIEVED TO
HAVE GONE OFF-WORLD


 


read Sir Jonathan Crawford. And:


 


The search for the masked female
vigilante, who performs her violent deeds under the nom de guerre of Lady
Raygun, is believed to have left planet Earth. An Empire-wide search for
this troublesome woman, who is understood to be responsible for at least
twenty-seven deaths –


 


Sir Jonathan whistled.


 


of wanted criminals, has drawn a
blank. Chief Inspector Digby Barton, who is leading the hunt for Lady Raygun,
was unavailable for comment as he is presently attending a detective’s congress
aboard the showboat Leviathan.


 


Sir Jonathan Crawford made mirthful sniggers. ‘I
suspect that this Lady Raygun has little to fear from that bumbler Digby
Barton.’ His lordship gave his noble chin a bit of a noble stroke. ‘I would
dearly like to meet this “lady”,’ he said.


 


‘Our Lady of Space,’ said Count Ilya Rostov taking
an early stroll through secret corridors. For as surely as a villain must have
minions and catspaws, so too must he have secret passages. Or in this case
corridors.


Gurt dragged his gammy leg along. ‘What of her,
master?’ he asked.


‘Imagine her as a guest at the grand celebrations.’


Gurt did screwings up of his hideous face. ‘I’m
trying, master, I’m trying,’ said he. ‘But I’m not getting anywhere.’


‘Perhaps she is nothing but a myth,’ said Count
Rostov. ‘Have we had any communications from The Pilgrim?’


‘On the hour every hour, master. Just as you ordered
and nothing at all to report. Except the misbehaviour of an irksome cabin boy,
that Lazlo Woodbine lad who we had to tie up before we could drag him aboard The
Pilgrim, he’s been playing up it seems –’


Count Rostov laughed with glee. ‘But the mission is
proceeding as planned?’


‘To the letter, master. Yes.’


‘That is pleasing to my ears,’ said Rostov. ‘Is
there anything else that I should need to know?’


‘The guest list for the Jubilee dinner and grand
ball is now complete. Would you care to view it with scorn before mercilessly
thrashing me for some minor error?’


‘Certainly I would, my little chumrade.’


Gurt handed the list to his master and took to
cringing.


Count Rostov moved his gaze from name to name.


‘Two thousand guests,’ said he at length. ‘The great
and the good of all the four worlds and all to be gathered here.’


‘One might say like lambs to the slaughter,’ said Gurt.


‘One might if one wanted one’s head chopped off.’


Gurt wrung his fingers and made obsequious sounds.


‘And each and every one a personal friend.’


‘Master has so many many friends.’


‘Indeed I do,’ said Count Rostov and then he paused.
‘But what do we have here?’


‘Is it the error that might cost me my life?’


‘A name I do not recognise,’ said the man in the
bearskin hat. And then he tapped at the list and asked Gurt, ‘Who is this?’


Gurt looked fearfully at the name, ‘Lady Cadaver,’
he read.


‘A name unknown to myself,’ said Count Ilya Rostov.
‘And as it was myself who carefully selected the names that would appear on
this list, I might enquire as to how it arrived here.’


Gurt shook his misshapen head and said, ‘I really
have no idea.’ Then hastily added, ‘Should I just cross her out?’


Count Rostov gave a little thought to this.


‘I think not,’ said he. ‘Whoever this Lady
Cadaver is, she would appear to be a most enterprising female and a bold one to
boot, who would dare such an act of bravado and cause me inconvenience. No Gurt,
do not cross her off, I think I should like to meet this troublesome woman.’
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I did not wake up with a great big smile on my face.


But I was first out of the hammock.


I took myself off to the toilet and there with a
whistle woke up the sleeping sprout.


‘Right!’ I said to the little green blighter. ‘I
have had quite enough. Get us off this ship of doom and do it right away.’


‘Let us not be hasty,’ said my holy guardian. ‘It is
always better to mull things over before reaching an important decision.’


‘Well mull this over, chief!’ I said.
‘You get me out of here as quick as you please, or I swear I will winkle you
out of my head with a sharpened pencil and stamp you flat upon the floor. Now
what do you think of that?’


‘You should really mull that over,’ said
Barry. ‘That fails to get the job done on oh so many levels.’


‘Out of that toilet you dirty tick,’ called the
voice of the bigger boy. The bigger boy with the bruised testicles, who had it
in for me.


Breakfast was gruel and once again I did not ask for
more. After breakfast Professor Mandlebrot lined us all up and gave us another
of his talkings of toot.


‘We are moving through space,’ said he, in his
stupid squeaky voice, ‘at a quite improbable rate of knots. I will not dwell
upon the technology which makes this singular feat possible, because I neither
know of it, nor care. What I care about is our goal, to pass through the great
lens and enter the realm of the blessed. There to be greeted by Our Lady of
Space. Please incline your little heads and join your hands in prayer.’


I looked along the line of boys, their heads bowed
low, their hands pressed tightly together. A bunch of stupid gullible cabin
boys! I made fists instead of praying hands. Stupid stupid cabin boys! And
then, like that, a thought just hit me, such an obvious thought. Barry was
being no help at all and I would be unlikely to persuade the professor as to
the error of his ways. But a bunch of stupid cabin boys! They were cabin
boys and this was a ship. And where you had a crew and a ship, you could
have a mutiny.


 


Sir Jonathan Crawford, having breakfasted, returned
at length to his suite. Here he drew himself a bath and luxuriated within it.
He fussed at his person with loofah and sponge and whistled a merry air.


‘Sometimes I despair,’ said Berty the beetroot. ‘I
swear that if I had not transcended to a higher plane when you began “watering
the pansies” with that trollop last night, I would have shrivelled into compost
from the shame.’


‘You missed me “parading the pink parasol” and
“measuring Betsy for a bonnet”,’ said Sir Jonathan, smiling somewhat.


‘Happily I do not even know what those are,’ said
Berty.


‘Neither do I, as I just made them up. Now please be
quiet, I have to wash this bit here,’ and Sir Jonathan pointed.


‘Om mani podme hum. Om mani podme hum,’ Berty
the beetroot moved to a different level.


Sir Jonathan finally dried and dressed.


 A sober grey serge morning suit with striped
trousers, ankle spats and patent leather shoes. His shirt was white, his tie
was black, his hair was centre-parted.


‘Off to make an utter clown of yourself,’ said
Berty, returning from somewhere that was possibly Nirvana.


‘If you are referring to my role as guest speaker at
this year’s Congress Of Detectives And Non-Detectives, Considering Huge
Interplanetary Police Stations,’ Sir Jonathan straightened his spats in the
cheval glass. ‘A role that carries considerable gravitas –’


‘And indeed free rocket fares and accommodation
aboard this palace of sin.’


‘I did have to “upgrade” on the journey,’ said Sir Jonathan.
‘But the suite meets with my exacting standards.’


‘Which is the real reason you agreed to
come.’


‘I have reasons of my own for being here.’


Berty searched Sir Jonathan’s thoughts, but his lordship
had become most adept at concealing his innermost feelings and plans from his
guardian vegetable.


‘My name is on the guest list for the Jubilee
banquet and ball,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘So I would have been here anyway.’


‘I know precisely how much you have in your
bank account,’ said Berty. ‘I can see out of your eyeballs, you know.’


‘I know only too well. But I must press on, my talk
is at ten this morning.’


‘And will you be doing it in the idiotic toff patois
in which you engage, whilst in the company of your foolish friends?’


‘No,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘I will not.’


‘Well, thanks to Our Lady for that.’


 


There were naturally many conference rooms aboard
the great Leviathan. Conference rooms and meeting rooms and all of that
kind of caper. COD AND CHIPS had hired one of the smaller and more modest
rooms. Little less than an oversized cupboard and with no windows at all.


Sir Jonathan, elegant in his sober attire, small
leather portfolio containing his speech notes tucked beneath his arm, checked
the number on the room’s door against that on his invitation, tugged his
gold-cased hunter from his watch pocket and perused its face.


‘Three thirty-two,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘I
really should try winding that once in a while.’


A ship’s bell chimed the hour of ten and Sir Jonathan
knocked on the door


‘I shall ‘ave to ask you to enter, please,’ came a
voice his lordship knew. It was that of Chief Inspector Digby Barton of
Scotland Yard. The man who might perhaps have been more fruitfully engaged in
applying himself to the Lady Raygun case than swanning about on an
all-expenses-paid beano aboard The Leviathan. An abuse of rank that
thankfully would find no parallel in the days of the twenty-first century.


Sir Jonathan Crawford was pleased to enter, and did.
Then fell about in a fit of coughing.


A fug of cigarette, pipe and cigar smoke poisoned
the air of the tiny windowless room. Sir Jonathan flapped with his leather
portfolio and was waved through the murk to his seat.


The voice of Lady Agnes Rutherford now reached Sir Jonathan’s
ears. ‘Might we have the door open a tad?’ she enquired in a tone that had more
of the command to it than the humble request. ‘Before someone chokes to death
and the entire event is ruined.’


‘A crack and no more, madam.’ The Chief Inspector
left the door open a crack. ‘And now,’ he said, ‘as all are present and
correct, I will pass you over to our chairman, Mr Henry Warrington, to open the
congress.’


Hands clapped with vigour which helped to clear some
of the smoke. A small man in tweeds rose from his chair at the end of a long
black ebony table and beamed about at all and sundry in a pleasant manner.


Then he greeted everyone in turn.


To his left, Digby Barton of Scotland Yard, Jack
Hayward the retired Dandy Highwayman and next to him Dawkins the Simian Sleuth.
At the table’s far end, Sir Jonathan Crawford.


To Mr Warrington’s right, Lady Agnes Rutherford the authoress
and investigator (and unknown to Mr Warrington a veritable expert in ‘playing
the pink clarinet’). Next to her Humphrey Gumshoe the New York private eye and
next to him Mr Who the Chinese criminologist.


‘Welcome one and welcome all,’ said Mr Henry Warrington.
‘I hope your journeys up were hunky dory and your accommodation leaves nothing
to be desired. As chairman and owner of the company which bears my name and
sponsors this yearly congress, do let me say what a pleasure it is to see you
all. Two notable absences of course, Rama Singh, the Psychic Sikh and Dame
Molly Merkin, the Mistress of Mystery. Let us raise our glasses now to these
dear departed.’


Glasses were raised and drinks were drunk. As Sir Jonathan
had not been offered a glass, he did neither.


‘Winner and loser at last year’s event,’ Henry
Warrington went on. ‘Held at Tudor Manor in Hampshire, but we won’t be doing that
again.’


There were mumbles of agreement all around the table.


Sir Jonathan shrugged. Mr Warrington continued.


‘Yes, a rather unfortunate business. Put a bit of a
dampener on the weekend.’


‘Sorry pardon to that,’ said the man from
Scotland Yard. ‘But the law is the law and murder is murder. I was only
doing the job I am paid for.’


‘Quite so,’ said Mr Warrington. ‘Which is why we are
holding this year’s congress here. Many air miles above the law, as it were.’


‘Well beyond my jurisdiction,’ agreed the
chief inspector. ‘Which does mean that I can play a more active role this
year.’


Sir Jonathan glanced from face to face of those who
sat about him. He had absolutely no idea whatsoever as to the meaning of
anything so far said. But perhaps all would soon become clear, so he nodded his
head thoughtfully as if he did know what was going on and said nothing
whatsoever at all.


‘Now, each of you were asked to bring something,’
said Mr Warrington. ‘Have you all done that?’


Heads nodded, Sir Jonathan patted his portfolio.


‘Might we see what you have chosen?’


Hands fumbled into pockets, a purse, a Gladstone bag
and this thing and the next. An assortment of items were then laid out on the
long black ebony table.


 A dagger, a revolver, a rope, a wrench, a piece of
rope and a length of lead pipe.


‘Oh splendid,’ cried Mr Warrington. ‘Much better
than last year, when you all brought ray guns.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford did scratchings of the head
and asked, ‘Would you now like to hear my paper?’


‘Oh very droll,’ said Mr Warrington. ‘You are
really entering into the spirit of things. You’ll make a great player, I’m sure.’


Sir Jonathan shook his well-scratched head.


Mr Warrington had some more to say.


‘To make it more interesting,’ he said, ‘I have
increased the number of rooms for play. If you would like to make notes, the
rooms are as follows. The library, the kitchen, the ballroom, the conservatory,
the dining room, the billiard room, the lounge, the hall and the study. Plenty
of scope there, I should think.


Lady Agnes raised her hand.


‘Dear lady?’ said Mr Warrington.


‘What is the game’s duration?’ asked her ladyship.


‘Twenty-four hours,’ said Mr Warrington. ‘And now,
Sir Jonathan, we would love you to read your paper.’


‘You would?’ asked Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘We would, sir, yes indeed.’


And so Sir Jonathan did.


And when he had finished he was roundly cheered.


‘Excellent stuff,’ said Mr Warrington. ‘And food for
thought for us all. Well, lady and gentlemen and indeed our simian guest –’ the
chimp in the fez grinned toothily, ‘– good luck everybody and we will meet
again this time tomorrow.’


Sir Jonathan shrugged and returned his papers to his
leather portfolio.


‘All except for you, Sir Jonathan,’ said Mr
Warrington. ‘Because you, of course, will have been murdered.’
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‘And you really truly did not see that
coming?’ Berty the beetroot asked Sir Jonathan Crawford.


Sir Jonathan shook his head dismally. He sat on his
bed in his suite of rooms. The door was firmly bolted shut, with a chest of
drawers pressed against it


‘Outrageous,’ he muttered and once more shook his
head.


‘But things do fall neatly into place,’ Berty
went on. ‘It certainly explains why Lady Agnes permitted your sexual excesses.
An act of selfless charity for a condemned man, you might say. What a very
kindly woman.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford did grumblings. ‘Quite
outrageous,’ he said.


‘But sporting,’ said Berty. ‘After all they did have
the decency to tell you that you would be the victim.’


‘Thoughtful of them,’ his lordship said.


‘And you might even survive if you stay locked in
here for the twenty-four hours. I didn’t hear “bedroom” included on their list
of locations for the murder.’


‘Good point,’ said Sir Jonathan.


Berty did a passable impression of Chief Inspector
Digby Barton.


‘Only doing my job, sir,’ he said.


Sir Jonathan sought his portmanteau, an impressively
brass-bound steamer trunk that had served his father before him. He turned it
onto its side and tinkered at its rear. A false bottom fell away revealing an
array of handguns and stilettos.


‘Well-prepared is best prepared,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


‘You intend perhaps that the hunted become the
hunter?’


‘I can see no other way for it. I do not intend to
cower in here for twenty-four hours. There is a show on tonight in the ship’s
Music Hall that I don’t want to miss. Sophia Poppette is topping the bill.
Better that I just kill all the male contestants. Lady Agnes will win by
default. I will gladly purchase the champagne so we can celebrate together.’


‘I am not sure that’s in the rules,’ said Berty.


‘Rules are made to be broken,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford. ‘And in space, no one can hear you cheat.’


 


Far away in space and getting further, The
Pilgrim hurtled on towards the sun.


‘And so that is my plan,’ I said to Barry. We
were back in the toilet once more. ‘What do you think, is it good, or very
good?’


‘Positively inspired, chief. Let me just run through
it to make sure I haven’t missed anything. Using your gifts of subtlety and
persuasion you will inveigle your fellow crew members into mutiny. You will
overpower the professor and push him out of the airlock into space –’


‘Well, he is keen to meet God,’ I said.


‘Quite so, chief. Then using your, it would seem to
me, untried skills as a space pilot, you will turn the ship around and
return to The Leviathan.’


I nodded my head. ‘Go on.’


‘Then using the fiendishly ingenious excuse that The
Pilgrim did reach the big lens, but found it to be impenetrable so
bounced off it and ricocheted back to The Leviathan, you’ll ask to be
promoted. Am I correct?’


‘Somehow you make it seem less than convincing,’ I
said.


‘I wonder why that would be, chief.’


‘Well, that’s my plan,’ I said. ‘But if you have
come up with a better one I would be pleased at least to hear it.’


‘Nothing to report on yet, chief, sorry,’ said the
sprout.


And bang bang bang on the bloody door went the fist
of the bigger boy.


 


Bang bang bang went a different fist upon a dressing
room door. This door had six stars upon it and was located to the rear of the
Music Hall stage on board The Leviathan.


A voice called, ‘Five minutes to rehearsal, Miss
Poppette.’


But there was no one in the dressing room to hear
it.


The owner of the fist knew that the six star
dressing room was deserted, was always deserted during rehearsals, but
it was his job to knock, so he knocked.


Sophia Poppette did not attend rehearsals, for truly
she had nothing to rehearse. She topped the bill and those who saw her came
away in awe. But when asked by those who had not seen her as to what was precisely
the nature of her act, those who had viewed it, or thought they had
viewed it, were somewhat vague in reply.


The theatre critic of The Times newspaper had
not as yet managed to acquire a ticket to see the Poppette and his many
requests for an interview with this enigmatic and elusive personage had all
been denied. He had, however, spoken to a number of folk who had attended a
particular performance. No two reports were the same. None were even similar.


Sophia Poppette did something on stage.
Something utterly wonderful. But to later describe what had been experienced
was seemingly impossible. The memories fled like dreams at the hour of dawn.


And so the rehearsal went ahead without the show’s
star turn.


The star turn knelt once more beneath the stars.
Within the glass-covered jungle atop The Leviathan. Upon her knee she
cradled the vegetable lamb. And as she fed it sips of milk from a baby’s
bottle, she sang to it words of Latin.


Words that had been introduced into the mass by Pope
Sergius the First in the year six hundred and ninety.


‘Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere
nobis.’


And the birds ceased to sing and the monkeys to
scamper. For it was as if these magical words, half whispered and half sung,
soared upwards between the great trees’ spreading branches and left behind the
work of man to enter the Kingdom of God.


 


‘You see,’ I explained, to a ginger-haired boy who I
had coerced into joining me in the toilet with a promise of shared humbugs.
‘There isn’t a Kingdom of God. Well, there might be, of course,
somewhere. But it’s not a place that you can fly to in a spaceship.’


‘Why not?’ asked the ginger boy, a-scratching his
behind.


‘Because if it exists at all it is a spiritual
realm.’


‘So how do you get there?’ asked this scratching
ginger.


‘Only by dying,’ I told him.


‘Well, thanks for clearing that up,’ he said.


‘So you will join me in the mutiny?’


‘The what?’ asked the ginger boy.


‘The mutiny to overthrow Professor Mandlebrot and
bring this doomed expedition to an end.’


‘Oh I can’t do that,’ said the ginger boy. ‘I
am looking forward to meeting God.’


‘You are not going to meet God!’ I said and I
shook the ginger boy. ‘You are going to die.’


The ginger boy nodded his ginger head. ‘But you just
said that the only way to meet God was to die. So whichever way, it’s a
win-win situation.’


‘He’s got you there, chief,’ said Barry.


‘No he has not,’ I said. ‘And no one ever
used the term “win-win situation” in the nineteen-twenties.’


‘Nor indeed flew in spaceships, chief. I wouldn’t go
troubling yourself over details like that. Not at a moment like this.’


‘We are all going to die!’ I shouted.


And a bang bang banging came at the toilet door.


 


‘Bang!’ went the gun of Sir Jonathan Crawford and Mr
Who the Chinaman dropped dead.


‘Very nice shooting,’ said Berty the beetroot. ‘I
didn’t even see him creeping up on you.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford blew into the barrel of his
gun. Diners in Orion’s Eatery gaped at him in horror.


‘Please carry on with your meals,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford. ‘There’s nothing to see here.’


‘Except the corpse,’ said Berty. ‘That I didn’t see
creeping up.’


‘Because he wasn’t creeping up.’ His lordship
holstered his pistol. ‘He was just sitting there eating his lunch –’


‘With his family?’ said Berty.


‘With his – ah,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘Oh
dear.’


‘No worries,’ said Berty the beetroot. ‘These are
the nineteen-twenties and we are in space, beyond the rule of law and
most of the boundaries of good taste. So you are probably on reasonably safe
ground doing something that implies you consider all Chinamen to look the
same.’


Sir Jonathan turned and shot down Humphrey Gumshoe.


This time the diners made loud with their applause.


For after all it was only a damned American.


And all Americans were pretty much – well –
American.


 


‘You see, we Russians,’ said Count Ilya Rostov, to
his catspaw Gurt in the wheelhouse of The Leviathan, ‘we Russians know a
thing or two about spaceships and all that kind of technical stuff. We are a
race noted for such scientific achievements.’


‘This spaceship had its keel laid down in Liverpool,
master,’ said Gurt. ‘You commissioned it from the White Star Line.’


‘With my Russian wealth and to my specifications.’


‘Master, you have a poorly disguised Etonian accent
and your father founded the White Star Line. And apart from your assumed name,
your costume and your use of the word “chumrades”, there is nothing even vaguely
Russian about you.’


‘I have changed my mind,’ said Count Ilya Rostov.


‘About impersonating a Russian, good choice master.’


‘No,’ said the count. ‘About allowing you to air
your feelings and say anything you like in my presence for two minutes every
day.’


‘Ah, master,’ said Gurt.


‘Now go and fetch my big knobkerrie and I will beat
you senseless for your impudence.’


‘Might I just add then, master –’


‘No!’ said Count Ilya Rostov.


And he gazed out from the wheelhouse towards the
stars beyond.


‘Soon,’ he said to none present but himself. ‘Soon The
Pilgrim will reach her destination. And with that mission’s success nothing
will stand in the way of the very very secret plans that I have thought up all
by myself and nobody knows a thing about but me.’


And with this said, the count laughed.


In the manner that a super villain would.


‘Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha,’ he went. ‘Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha.’


 


I wasn’t laughing at all. I now had two black eyes
and a bloody nose.


‘I am going to have a good cry,’ I said to Barry.
‘And don’t try to stop me.’


I was standing in the broom cupboard as I had been
forbidden, upon pain of death, to use the toilet again.


‘And I’m going to burst from wee wee too,’ I said.


‘Look on the bright side,’ said Barry.


‘There isn’t any bright side, you stupid little
sprout.’


‘What time do you think it is, chief?’ asked Barry.


‘Why should I care?’ I replied.


‘Well, I’ve made certain mental calculations and if
they are correct, and I have no reason to think they are not, I foresee a
distinct improvement in your situation becoming an imminent probability.’


‘You do talk a lot of toot at times,’ I said.


‘Bear with me, chief. At any moment now. And if you
would care to peep out of the porthole.’


‘What is this?’ I enquired.


‘Just hold on and there.’ Barry did not have
a finger to point but I could see just what he meant.


 


‘It is a galleon,’ I said. ‘A ghostly galleon. We
are about to be boarded by dead pirates.’


‘It is a Venusian aether ship,’ said Barry. ‘Come to
bring a halt to the expedition.’


‘Bring a halt?’ I cried. ‘Deep joy.’


‘Yes,’ said Barry. ‘According to my entirely correct
calculations The Pilgrim has just made an unauthorised entry into
Venusian space-space (which is like air-space, only made out of space).
And will be allowed to proceed no further.’


‘Then we are saved!’ I shouted. ‘We don’t have to
die in the heart of the sun.’


‘We don’t have to die there,’ said Barry.


 


‘Attention space ship Pilgrim,’ came a voice
through an interspace loudhailer. ‘You have entered Venusian space-space
without authority. You can proceed no further.’


‘Brilliant,’ said I.


‘The penalty for such unauthorised entry is death.’
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‘I wonder what Sir Jonathan Crawford is up to,
chief,’ said Barry.


‘Oh no you jolly well don’t,’ I shook my head
fiercely. ‘We’re not cutting to any scenes with other characters now. I hold
you directly responsible for this.’


‘Oooh,’and ‘Ow,’ went Barry the sprout. ‘Let up with
the fierce head-shaking already.’


‘Take me home and now,’ was my demand. And
then I went ‘ooo-ooooh,’ as I was suddenly pitched backwards amongst the mops
and brooms of the most uncomfortable cupboard. ‘What’s going on?’ I managed to
say, as I fell down with severe utensil-entanglement.


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ said Barry. ‘It would seem that
the professor has put the ship into Unlikeliness Mode in order to accelerate
away and escape the Venusians.


‘Unlikeliness Mode?’ I queried. ‘That sounds most
improbable.’


‘I would call it the Improbability Drive,’
said Barry. ‘But that would be a breach of copyright.’


‘Lost on me,’ I shook my head less fiercely and
tried to gain my feet. ‘But if we are escaping the Venusians, hoorah!’


‘Yes, hoorah, chief,’ Barry made small coughing
sounds. ‘All the sooner to reach the heart of the sun.’


‘Do something Barry.’ I bawled at the sprout.


‘Out of that cupboard you,’ shouted a voice I knew
well.


But I would not come out of that cupboard
and, I am pleased to say, that bigger boy could not winkle me out of that
cupboard.


Because several brooms and mops had tumbled in such
a way as to prevent the door being opened.


Which some of you might consider unlikely at best.
As cupboard doors invariably open outwards. But hey, we have already
established that this cupboard had its own porthole, which is pretty
unlikely, considering. So whichever way the door opened is not going to make a
very great deal of difference.


Of course it could have been something to do with
the professor putting the ship into the Unlikeliness Mode that did not infringe
the copyright of the Improbability Drive. But who can say for sure.


‘Certainly not me,’ said Barry. ‘And as we have now
strained the Improbability Drive gag to well beyond breaking point, I suggest
we get on with the action.’


‘Yes, but –’ but I didn’t say any more. For the
spaceship gave an alarming lurch and came to a sudden standstill.


I scrambled up to the porthole and peered out.


The Venusian aether ship was almost alongside. A
weird and wondrous vessel. It did resemble a gigantic galleon, but composed it
seemed of either cobwebs or frozen wisps of smoke. There were intricate
traceries, as of spider-webs billowing as sails and folk came and went upon the
decks seemingly oblivious to the fact that they were out in airless space. The gun
ports were open and curious +weapons thrust their noses towards us.


‘They have caught us,’ I said. ‘So we are as good as
dead. I am going to give you one last chance to redeem yourself, Barry, and get
us out of here.’


‘But, chief –’


‘And if you do not,’ I went on, ‘and the
Venusians kill me, I will report you to God for failing in your duties as a
holy guardian sprout. And I hope he’ll boil you up for his Christmas dinner.’


Barry sighed a small and plaintive sigh. ‘I wish I
could help, chief,’ he said, but then his words were swallowed up by clamour.


The Venusians had come aboard The Pilgrim.


I chewed upon my knuckles and my knees knocked
together. I then pressed my ear against the door. I heard a great deal of
shouting and banging about and I heard a loud smack and a cry of pained
response to it from the bigger boy. Which gave me a small degree of pleasure,
though in truth not very much. 


Then my door was rattled about and I fell back from
it.


Then there came a great deal more shouting, then the
sounds of marching feet, then it became very quiet on board The Pilgrim.


 


‘Bang bang bang bang bang,’ went bangs on the door.


Happily on a door aboard The Leviathan.


‘Telegram for Jack Hayward,’ called a voice from the
corridor.


From within Jack Hayward said, ‘I won’t be a
moment.’


The man that many, in truth, were still too scared
to mention, donned a scarlet kimono with matching smoking cap, silk
platform-soled slippers and fingerless gloves of cassowary feathers. He
examined his reflection in the glass and found it pleasing.


Then he unlocked his cabin door and said, ‘Oh.’


For the snout of a ray gun pressed against his forehead.


‘Kindly retrace your steps,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


 


When I felt it was absolutely safe, I quietly
stepped from the cupboard.


‘I think we are all alone on The Pilgrim,’ I
said.


‘Such would seem to be the case, chief, yes.’


‘So,’ and I rubbed my palms together. ‘Let’s get
back to The Leviathan.’


‘All on your own?’ asked Barry.


‘You can come too if you want.’ And I did a little
dance.


‘You don’t think perhaps you might have a try at
rescuing the cabin boys and the professor, then?’


I shook my head firmly and said, ‘No.’


‘So you’re happy to let them go to their deaths?’


‘I didn’t say that,’ I said to Barry. ‘Although the
nutty professor and that bigger boy do have it coming if you ask me.’


‘And the others?’


‘What can I do?’ I said to Barry. ‘I’m a
schoolboy. Do you want me to wage war on the planet Venus or something?’


‘Hardly that,’ said Barry the sprout. ‘But
there might be ways and means.’


During this conversation I had been walking towards
the cockpit of the spaceship. When I reached it I sat down in the pilot’s seat.


I cast my eye over the somewhat daunting array of
stopcocks, switches, levers, dials and doodahs that adorned the dashboard.


‘I wonder if there’s a users’ manual,’ I wondered.


‘Space pilots take a six-week intensive course,’
said Barry.


‘Then we will just have to trust to good fortune.’ I
reached out towards a particularly large and useful-looking lever.


‘Don’t touch that!’ howled Barry.


‘Not a good choice?’ I asked him.


‘Not unless you wish to flush all of the air into
space.’


‘Perhaps this instead then –’


‘No!’ cried Barry.


‘Well,’ I said and I folded my arms. ‘It is quite
clear to me that you know how to fly this spaceship.’


Barry said nothing, but I knew what that meant.


‘So,’ I said. ‘I can either pull levers at random,
or you can tell me what to do.’


‘Other alternatives do exist,’ said Barry.


My hand snaked out towards a large brass stopcock.


‘I could advise you,’ said the sprout.


‘Then do.’


‘Or I could leave you here to work things out
for yourself.’


‘And what of this?’ I made the face of
puzzlement.


‘I feel you would be the first to agree,’ said
Barry, ‘that this working relationship of ours lacks for a certain something.
If it were a marriage then both of us would seek a speedy divorce.’


I nodded in agreement to this.


‘So perhaps it has all been a big mistake,’ said
Barry. ‘On my part and that of your older self. Perhaps I should seek another
partner. Perhaps in truth, we should go our separate ways.’


‘Barry,’ I said, I have two black eyes and a bloody
nose. Nothing would bring me greater joy. So please take me home.’


‘Oh, I’m not taking you home, chief. You haven’t
fulfilled your side of the deal. I’ll just leave you here in space and you
never know, you might just by sheer chance pull all the right levers and fly
the spaceship safely.’


‘What?’ I said, ‘Barry, WHAT?’


‘Good luck, chief,’ said Barry, ‘and farewell.’


‘You can’t just abandon me,’ I said. ‘That’s
inhuman. That’s monstrous. I’m just a little boy, you can’t leave a little boy
in danger, you can’t –’


‘Well obviously you can,’ said Barry. ‘You
are prepared to abandon the cabin boys. I am only taking a leaf out of your
book as it were. Goodbye, chief.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Wait.’


‘Wait?’ said Barry. ‘Why?’


‘Perhaps we could come to some agreement,’ I said.


‘Go on, chief.’


‘Well, you could show me how the spaceship works and
I could fly it back to The Leviathan and Count Rostov could get the
Venusian ambassador on the phone and ask him to return the cabin boys, and –’


‘Goodbye, chief,’ said Barry.


‘Oh all right!’ I threw up my hands in defeat. ‘All right,
we’ll do it your way. We’ll try and rescue the cabin boys, all right?’


‘And the professor too?’


‘Must we?’ I asked.


‘We must,’ said the sprout.


‘I really hate you Barry,’ I whispered.


‘What was that, chief?’


‘Nothing, Barry,’ I said.


 


‘Nothing to see here,’ said Chief Inspector Digby
Barton. ‘A small altercation, please move right along.’


The crowd that had gathered outside Jack Hayward’s
cabin door, drawn by the sounds of fighting and gunfire within, dispersed a-mumbling
and grumbling. At least the chap from Scotland Yard could have let them see the
body.


‘That’s the stuff,’ said Digby Barton. ‘Job for the
professionals, this.’ He waggled his fingers and waved folk away, then entered
the cabin and slammed the door behind him.


‘I declare myself the winner,’ said Jack Hayward. He
was now most magnificently dressed in his full dandy highwayman attire. The
frock coat, the tricorn hat, the pistols, the boots, the little domino eye
mask. ‘The scoundrel posed as a telegram boy and when I opened the door he went
for me with a ray gun.’


Chief Inspector Digby Barton viewed the body lying
on the floor.


The sober suit of Sir Jonathan Crawford did not look
quite so sober now, as the body lacked for a head.


‘Well, he’s certainly dead,’ said the chief
inspector. ‘No doubt in my mind regarding that.’


‘He didn’t reckon with my skills in the deadly
martial art of Fop-Mak.’


‘Fop-Mak?’ queried Chief Inspector Barton.


‘It is a version of Dimac but for fops. One
practices it in front of a mirror. It mostly involves the waving about of a
silk handkerchief.’


‘Well it surely got the job done here,’ said the
chap from Scotland Yard.


‘Well, almost,’ said Jack. ‘That and Sir Jonathan
getting momentarily distracted when a real telegram boy knocked at the
door. I put his body in the bedroom, out of the way.’


The chief inspector nodded thoughtfully. ‘I foresee
certain difficulties here,’ he said. ‘You have broken at least two of the rules
to my counting. You did not use one of the approved weapons and you have
killed the victim in a room not designated for play. You did the right thing to
call me, but I’m afraid that rules are rules. I’m sorry, Jack.’


‘You could help me move the body to the billiard
room or something.’


‘That really wouldn’t be playing the game now, would
it?’


‘If you were just to look the other way.’


‘Look the other way?’ said Chief Inspector Digby
Barton. ‘What, just pretend I’ve seen nothing? Turn and look the other way?
Like this?’


And he turned the other way.


And Jack Hayward brought him down with a length of
lead pipe.


‘I’ll just have to drag Sir Jonathan’s body to the
billiard room by myself then,’ he said.
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‘Sir Jonathan Crawford is dead?’ said Lady
Agnes Rutherford.


‘In the billiard room with the length of lead pipe
and rather violently,’ said the Dandy Highwayman and he bowed low and did
foppish hand-twirlings. ‘Your servant, ma’am,’ he added.


‘Oh,’ the lady’s lips went all a-quiver. She dabbed
a hanky to her eyes where tears were taking shape.


‘The man was a craven buffoon,’ said Jack. ‘And when
a toff crosses swords with a dandy highwayman, then there will be one less
foolish toff in the world, for certain.’


Lady Agnes sobbed a little.


‘Come come now,’ said Jack. ‘You surely did not
harbour any feelings for the over-educated clown.’


‘In truth –’ said Lady Agnes, then she shook her
head.


‘Well, he’s gone to that place where all toffs
eventually go,’ said Jack. ‘But if it’s of any comfort to you, I’d like to
think that he’s looking up at us even now.’


‘What a very cruel thing to say,’ said her ladyship.


‘My apologies, dear lady,’ and Jack consulted his
watch. It was a golden hunter of a watch and had until recently belonged to Sir
Jonathan Crawford. ‘Nearly tea time already,’ said Jack. ‘Might I take the
liberty of inviting you to take a cup with me? And perhaps some champagne too,
that we might celebrate my success in our amusement and raise a glass to the
memory of Sir Jonathan.’


Lady Agnes made a thoughtful face, then looked the
dandy fellow up and down. There just is a certain something about a chap in
riding boots, with pistols and a frock coat and a tricorn.’


Lady Agnes fluttered her eyelashes. ‘You certainly
may take me, sir,’ she said.


 


‘And that’s all it takes to fly the ship?’ I said to
Barry. ‘Turn the ignition key and then I just hold this single joystick and
press it forward to go forward?’


‘And backwards to go back,’ said Barry the time
sprout. ‘Don’t forget that, chief. That is very important if you wish to go
backwards.’


‘And sideways if I want to go sideways?’


Barry said yes.


‘And right in the middle to stop?’


‘Yes too.’


‘And that’s all there is to it?’


‘There’s a switch there that works the headlights,’
said Barry. ‘And a hooter button somewhere, but I doubt if we’ll need those.’


‘And what about all this complicated jiggery-pokery
covering the dashboard?’


Barry said nothing.


‘Well?’ I demanded.


‘Oh, sorry, chief, I was shrugging, but I suppose
you wouldn’t have been aware of that.’


‘You’ve tricked me, you little green swine.’


‘Harsh words, chief,’ said Barry. ‘You might well
have moved the joystick to the left when you wanted to go to the right. You
should be thanking me for sharing my expertise and giving you a crash course in
how to pilot a spaceship.’


I made certain growling dog-like noises and scowled
out through the windscreen.


‘Doesn’t Venus look nice at this time of year?’ said
Barry.


I gave Venus a jolly good scowling. It did look very
nice indeed, but now I felt was not the time to appreciate its beauty.


‘I suppose you want me to land on this planet,’ I
said.


‘That would be the plan, chief. Steer us down and
I’ll tell you what to do.’


I pushed forward the joystick and The Pilgrim
plunged towards the planet Venus. And then I had another of those special
moments. Because here I was, a schoolboy from the nineteen-sixties, here in
these fantastic nineteen-twenties, piloting a spaceship down to the planet
Venus. Pretty amazing stuff by any accounts. And hadn’t I read somewhere about ‘claiming
salvage’ on abandoned ships? I wondered whether that applied to spaceships.
Because if it did then it meant that The Pilgrim was now my
spaceship.


‘I’ll leave you to take that one up with Count
Rostov,’ said Barry, once more rudely breaking in on my thoughts. ‘For now just
steer us down towards that green bit there.’


‘That green bit there?’


‘That green bit there.’


So I just steered us down to the green bit there.


The green bit was a mighty jungle and as we swept
down towards it, I was truly awestruck by its beauty. It had, how should I put
this, an untouched beauty. A sort of purity, as if no man, of whatever
race, had ever walked beneath the spreading branches of its mighty trees.


‘And few men have,’ said Barry. ‘For to enter the
jungle is punishable by death.’


‘I thought the Venusians were spiritual peace-loving
folk,’ I said.


‘Yes they are, but rather territorial. There is a
belief that this jungle might well be the biblical Garden of Eden.’


‘The what?’ I said.


‘Some believe,’ said Barry. ‘That at the time of creation,
God created an Eden on each of the worlds. Mars, Earth, Jupiter and Venus. He
created an Adam and Eve for each world and so too sent a serpent to tempt them.
On Mars the brutal Martians took to worshiping the evil tempter. In return God
turned their world the colour of blood. On Jupiter the Jovian Adam and Eve
ignored the tempter, they were too busy eating and having a good time. God
threw them out of their garden because of the mess they made. You know
the Old Testament story of what happened on Earth. But you won’t know what
happened on Venus. Here their Adam and Eve slew the serpent and gave their
praise only to God. He rewarded them with magic and by spreading their Garden
of Eden to cover all of the planet. You can understand why Venusians don’t want
Earth people stamping all over their sacred soil.’


‘I can,’ I said and I nodded my head. ‘And do you
believe the story is true?’


‘I have been to this planet several times,’ said
Barry. ‘And its magic is never lost upon me, I assure you.’


I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


‘We shouldn’t be here, should we?’ I said. ‘It’s
wrong for us to be here.’


‘It is,’ said Barry. ‘So let’s just get the job done
and take our leave as quickly as we can.’


 


‘Please pardon me, dear lady,’ said Jack Hayward. ‘I
have a tiny unfinished piece of business to conduct, but I will return as
quickly as I can.’


He and Lady Agnes had taken a table in the Tudor Tea
Room, a quaint little eatery on board The Leviathan, whose panoramic
window afforded an excellent view of planet Earth.


‘You are all right for champagne?’ asked Jack,
refreshing her ladyship’s glass. ‘I will be but a moment.’


And with that he rose, bowed flamboyantly and swept
from the Tudor Tea Room and was gone.


Lady Agnes sipped champagne and bit on a Barmouth
biscuit.


Presently Jack returned to her, patting his hands
together.


‘All done?’ asked Lady Agnes.


‘All done indeed,’ said Jack.


‘All three?’ asked Lady Agnes.


‘All three indeed,’ said Jack.


‘All dead?’ asked Lady Agnes.


‘All dead indeed,’ said Jack.


‘Then you can take off that ludicrous mask, Sir Jonathan
Crawford.’


‘Well mercy me,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘You
saw through my cunning disguise.’


‘But not so the other detectives,’ said the lady.


Sir Jonathan removed the domino. ‘I thought it made
me look very dashing indeed,’ he said. ‘A rather romantic figure, I felt.’


‘You certainly suit the boots,’ said Lady Agnes.
‘And killing Jack and switching clothes, I know it’s not within the rules, but
it’s made the game more fun.’


‘I trust that we might consider this game over,’
said Sir Jonathan.


‘Or you might kill me too?’


‘I would not dream of such a thing. And you?’
his lordship cautiously enquired.


Lady Agnes raised her glass, ‘I can think of better
things to do,’ she said.


 


‘Maybe there’s a better way of doing this than
actually landing on the planet,’ I said. ‘Maybe we should have a good long think.
And some food too as I am now very hungry.’


‘Just steer the ship,’ said Barry. ‘Left hand down a
bit, pull back on the joystick –’


Down and down and down went Barry and I. The lush
green world rushed up to meet us and we plunged into the jungle.


‘Right a bit, chief, left a bit, no up, no down.’


‘I can do it by myself,’ I said.


And we crashed.


It was not a disastrous, all dead and the spaceship
torn to pieces kind of a crash. More a scraping the hull along the ground and
running The Pilgrim into a great big tree sort of crash. There were
ghastly grornching sounds and I’m sure the brooms and mops fell over in that
cupboard.


Happily I had thought to fasten my safety belt.


‘That went rather well,’ I said to Barry.


The sprout made gasping gagging sounds.


I switched off the engine, and removed the ignition
key. ‘Job done,’ I said and I tossed the key in my hands.


‘Right,’ said Barry, ‘and now we are here, you can
leave the rest to me.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘And how so might this be?’


‘You stay here,’ the time sprout said. ‘Do not
open the outer door and do not leave the spaceship.’


‘But then how –?’ I began.


‘I will take care of business,’ said Barry.
‘I am one of God’s vegetables and I can move freely here in the Garden.’


‘The Garden of Eden?’ I said.


‘Just trust me,’ said Barry. ‘All you have to do is
sit right there and wait for me to get back, hopefully in the company of the
professor and the boys.’


‘And I do nothing at all?’ I said, rather pleased
with this turn in events.


‘Nothing,’ said Barry. ‘Just sit there and
don’t leave the ship and you will be safe.’


I took to shrugging my shoulders. ‘I have no problem
with that.’


‘To even be here is an act of supreme blasphemy. But
should your feet touch the sacred soil…’ Barry did not say any more but the
implications were grave.


‘Just one thing, ‘I said. ‘You must make Professor
Mandlebrot promise that in return for us rescuing him he will take us straight
back to The Leviathan.’


‘Well,’ said Barry.


‘Don’t “well” me,’ I said. ‘There is no point in
rescuing us if all he’s going to do when rescued is steer us into the sun.’


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Barry.


‘See what you can do?’


But then I felt something pop in my head and
suddenly Barry was gone.


 


Time passes slowly when you are sitting alone in a
spaceship on a planet you shouldn’t be on. I got up from the pilot’s seat and
paced the cabin floor. I peered out of the windscreen, but it was obscured by
foliage. I wandered from porthole to porthole, but I couldn’t see very much.
And then I sat once more in the pilot’s chair. And I thought about how easy it
had been to steer the spaceship. And how all alone and vulnerable I was here.
And how, perhaps, Barry had even now come to grief and the professor and the
silly boys had all been boiled to death in a great big pot. And so, how the
wisest thing to do would probably be to take the ship back into space and set a
course for Earth and The Leviathan.


Because it now seemed quite clear to me that my plan
of going for help and getting Count Rostov to strike some deal with the
Venusians was a much better plan that anything Barry might have in his tiny
sprout mind.


I should simply leave and that was that.


But then I thought what an awful idea this was.


What a dreadful thing this would be to do.


How utterly irresponsible indeed!


Because, after all, I was on the planet
Venus.


And if I was on the planet Venus, I shouldn’t
really go rushing off into space without first, at the very least, stretching
my legs on the planet itself, and having a bit of a look around before I left.


Possibly even picking a flower or two to take back
with me as a souvenir of my visit.


It was a once in a lifetime chance.


It would be foolhardy not to seize the opportunity.


Irresponsible, really.


‘Just a quick walk outside,’ I said. ‘Then I’ll be
off.’


For where could the harm be in that?
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Time passes differently on Venus.


Differently from time on Earth, or time on board The
Leviathan.


The lordship and the ladyship had finished their
tea, both in the Tudor Tea Room and later ‘with the parson’ in Lady Agnes
Rutherford’s glamorous boudoir.


There had been a degree of ‘chasing pinky round the
lady garden’ and a considerable helping of ‘buffing the landau’. All was
brought to a satisfying conclusion by a frenzied bout of ‘biffing the badger’ followed
by further champagne.


Sir Jonathan was somewhat flushed. ‘Mind if I take
off the tricorn, my dear?’ said he. ‘And the boots too and the frock coat?’


‘You might leave the boots on,’ replied Lady Agnes.
‘We can’t have your feet getting cold.’


Yes, it was all hanky panky back in the roaring
twenties. All gay abandon and cocaine-flavoured crisps. As long as you were
wealthy, of course. The poor, as ever, made do.


‘I have two tickets for the Music Hall tonight,’
said Sir Jonathan Crawford, divesting himself of his pistols. ‘Private box, I
wonder whether you might care to join me.’


Lady Agnes slipped out of the pony harness and
returned the goldfish to their bowl. ‘I should be thrilled,’ she said. ‘I
understand that Señor Voice the Syncopating Spaniard will be performing.’


Sir Jonathan humphed as a gentleman might. ‘He has
an eye for the English ladies,’ said he.


‘Really,’ Lady Agnes removed her iron spats. ‘I have
never made this gentleman’s acquaintance.’


‘There are jugglers, I believe,’ said Sir Jonathan.


‘And who might be topping the bill?’


Sir Jonathan mumbled something under his breath.


‘Just a tad louder, my dear,’ said Lady Agnes.


‘Sophia Poppette,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.
‘Whoever she might be.’


Lady Agnes smiled at this. ‘So your knowledge of the
weird and wonderful, as evidenced by your talk yesterday, does not encompass a
being that the majority of men consider the most enchanting creature in the
solar system.’


‘Ah,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘That Sophia
Poppette.’


‘That indeed,’ said Lady Agnes. ‘But in truth
she is a fascinating creature. Is she human? Is she Venusian? Is she something
else?’


‘She is neither human, nor Venusian,’ said his
lordship. ‘For I am both and she is not of my kind.’


‘An enigma then. And one, perhaps, that we might
seek to solve together.’ Lady Agnes, naked but for her high-heeled slippers,
seated herself at her dressing table and took to removing the marzipan with the
special brush provided.


‘Are you suggesting a partnership?’ asked Sir Jonathan.
‘That we might have some shared interest other than in the obvious?’


‘In the Poppette?’ said Lady Agnes. ‘She is an
enchanting little thing.’


Sir Jonathan stroked his chin and cocked his head.
‘I feel you are suggesting something more.’


‘And if I was, would you be agreeable?’


His lordship nodded and said, ‘I might well be.’


‘I had hoped you might say that. Because you see,
Sir Jonathan, I know why you have come aboard The Leviathan.’


‘For COD AND CHIPS and the good Queen’s Double
Sapphire celebrations.’


‘Something more than that, I am thinking.’


‘Really madam, I don’t know what you might mean.’


‘I will be blunt, sir. I know precisely why
you have come aboard The Leviathan.’


‘Pray do tell,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘I am an authoress and a private investigator. And I
am something more than those. I have been on your case, as it were, for a
number of months. I have observed how your investigations have led you from
there to there to somewhere else, but finally to here. You were not the speaker
originally chosen by COD AND CHIPS to be the unknowing participant in this
year’s game. That speaker was Sherlock Haines, the Derivative Detective.
Sherlock had an unfortunate accident, did he not?’


Sir Jonathan nodded thoughtfully. ‘He slipped upon a
banana skin and fell beneath a tram. I happened to be present when this
accident occurred. I contacted his next of kin, of course.’


‘Well of course you did,’ said Lady Agnes, picking a
length of fishing line from her teeth. ‘And Sherlock’s gold watch just happened
to fall into your pocket.’


‘Hm,’ went Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘And you nobly stood in for Mr Haines. And feigned
complete incomprehension regarding what your role in the game might be.’


‘In truth I did not know,’ said Sir Jonathan.
‘Yet as you seem to know so much, I will admit that it was extremely
convenient.’


‘Because it gave you an opportunity to, how shall we
put this, neutralise the opposition?’


‘Please say what you have to say,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


‘The presence of six detectives aboard The
Leviathan might seriously have compromised your plans.’ Lady Agnes glanced
into the dressing table’s looking glass. She paused and studied Sir Jonathan’s
reflection. ‘You wear a troubled look,’ said she.


‘I am, to say the very least, impressed, fair lady,’
and his lordship bowed.


‘You are not a detective, as such, are you Sir Jonathan?’


‘I have never claimed to be, your ladyship. I have
helped out fellows in need and gained some reputation for so doing.’


‘But your real skills lie elsewhere.’


Sir Jonathan smiled about at the boudoir. ‘Why thank
you, madam,’ he said.


‘Not those skills,’ Lady Agnes smiled also.
‘I speak of course regarding your military training and your membership of the
Hurlingham Rifle Club, where you have been supreme champion marksman five years
running. And the card you carry in your wallet, identifies you as an active
operative working for the Ministry of Serendipity –’


Sir Jonathan patted at the place where he kept his
wallet. He noted well its lack and shook his head.


‘The weapons secreted in the false bottom of your
portmanteau are brand new government issue. The Chinaman you killed, supposedly
in error, mistaking him for Mr Who. That Chinaman was Sid Manchu, son of the
Hong Kong tong lord, whose name will remain unmentioned. You sent a telegram to
Scotland Yard not an hour ago, claiming the bounty on him. Now, regarding –’ 


‘Please stop, please,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.
‘I am overwhelmed by your skills in private detection. I never would have
dreamed that –’


‘A mere woman might find you out?’


‘That such a beautiful woman would be in the
same profession as myself.’


‘Ah, sir,’ said her ladyship. ‘Perhaps then you
have investigated me.’


‘Most thoroughly and intimately,’ said Sir Jonathan.
‘And might I say that some of the places you have chosen to conceal your most
highly-sophisticated armaments are both enterprising and imaginative.’


‘Then I think we have no secrets from each other,’
she said. ‘You are here on a single mission, a mission that is identical to my
own. We are both here to assassinate Count Rostov.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford extended his hand. ‘Agent
twenty-three,’ he said. ‘Gentleman assassin for the Ministry of Serendipity.’


Lady Agnes shook this hand. ‘Agent double-0-three,’
she said, ‘of Her Majesty’s Secret Service.’


‘Only one thing puzzles me,’ said Agent twenty-three.
‘When this mission was outlined to me and the importance of its success laid
out in no uncertain terms, I was told that an undercover operative would
contact me here on board. I confess my utter delight to discover that this
contact is a beautiful woman. But I was led instead to believe that it would be
a naughty little boy.’


 


I turned the big stopcock affair that released the
entry port and the port swung down to form a sloping ramp.


And then I looked out upon the Garden of Eden.


For such a biblical wonder it truly was.


I had visited the hot houses of Kew Gardens and
there was much of them here. The lush and dripping vegetation, the rich moist
air, the heady and marvellous fragrances.


But there was something else.


I recalled a time two summers before, when the daddy
had taken myself and the family for a holiday in Boscastle, Cornwall. If one
did not know well the daddy’s ways one might have been puzzled by the seemingly
random nature of the locations he chose for us to holiday. Within our family,
however, we knew of the daddy’s love for a private ‘folk’ museum.


Boscastle at that time held one that was unique.


 


THE MUSEUM OF WITCHCRAFT


AND DEMONOLOGY


 


The daddy had impressed upon me at an early age that
the real wonders of any private museum were not to be found in the public
viewing galleries, but rather down in the bowels of the basement, hidden away
in boxes.


The daddy sought ever to gain entrance to the
private collection below, and he was rarely denied. His technique was simple
enough, but ingenious. He would take me along with him and soon strike up a
conversation with the curator.


The conversation would soon turn to the wonders
beneath and how the boy (myself) longed to see them. How learning and the
acquisition of knowledge were the very bread of life to the boy and how it
would be a churlish fellow indeed that would refuse the boy the opportunity to
further his education. 


I recall a museum in Norfolk where the curator took us
downstairs, produced an old shoe box and placed it into my hands. Within it was
a shrunken human head. I vividly recall the little face and the fact that it
had pierced ears.


But regarding THE MUSEUM OF WITCHCRAFT AND
DEMONOLOGY, it was within the cellar beneath that I was afforded a gaze at a
magic crystal.


The curator said that it had once belonged to Uther
Pendragon and that if you held it to the light and peered long enough into it,
one could see from there to eternity.


And he held it up to a shaft of light that slid
through the cellar window and I peered into it.


And I will swear until the day I die, that I saw
from there to eternity.


And now I stood upon that sloping ramp and peered
into an eternity of magic and wonder.


I felt wonder, I felt fear and suddenly too I felt
brave.


So, without further thought or care, I stepped from
that spaceship and entered the Garden of Eden.
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‘Might I enquire,’ asked Sir Jonathan Crawford, ‘as
to why Her Majesty’s Secret Service wants the rascal Rostov put in his grave?’


The two sat now in a private box sipping more champagne.
The private box was in the on-board Music Hall and it was half time in the
proceedings. So far Sir Jonathan and Lady Agnes had enjoyed Little Tich doing
The Big Boot Dance, Josephine Baker doing her famous Banana Dance, Salomé doing
The Dance of the Seven Veils, a skeleton from Bletchley performing the Danse
Macabre and a Dancing Dog from Dagenham that tripped the light fandango.


The dancing dog gained much applause, but let itself
down by doing a poo on the stage.


‘Why precisely must Rostov die?’ asked Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


‘Do you know of a drug called Yage?’ asked Lady
Rutherford.


‘A powerful narcotic, distilled from some South
American cactus or root, I believe.’


‘A little more than that, my dear. Yage you might
say, is the Venusian drug of choice.’


‘This is news to me,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


‘As to most others,’ her ladyship said. ‘But such
indeed is the case. It is grown upon Venus but its export to Earth is illegal.
But still it comes. By the barrel-load. London has fallen under its spell you might
say.’


‘And Count Rostov is the importer?’


‘If I was to tell you that there are thirty tons of
refined Yage, sufficient to supply every man woman and child of the Empire for
a year, stowed away in the hold of this vessel, might the knowledge surprise you?’


‘In truth, yes,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘But
even this would be insufficient for Her Majesty’s government to pass a death
sentence upon the count.’


‘On Earth,’ said Lady Agnes. ‘But not here.’


‘Ah yes,’ said his lordship. ‘For here we are above the
law of the Empire. And so Count Rostov must die for his sins.’


‘Those and many others he seeks to commit.’


‘Perhaps you allude to this talk that he is raising
some kind of private army and would overthrow Her Majesty the Queen.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Lady Agnes Rutherford. ‘But let us
speak of yourself. Why does the Ministry of Serendipity seek to destroy the
count?’


‘There is something far deadlier than Yage, your
ladyship. And that thing is magic. Pure, refined and utterly deadly. And
utterly illegal upon Earth. It is the Ministry’s belief that the count is being
groomed in the ways of sorcery by the Venusians and that whatever horrors he
seeks to unleash upon the Empire will be of a magical nature.’


‘And you have proof of this?’


‘As much as you, regarding the Yage. There is a
great deal of speculation. But those in power are sure of one thing and that
is, Count Rostov must die.’


Lady Agnes nodded thoughtfully.


‘So I will certainly be grateful for your assistance
when I accomplish the task,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘When you accomplish the task?’ Lady Agnes
raised a manicured eyebrow.


‘Why certainly madam, but I will be grateful for any
help. Such as cleaning weapons, fetching cartridges, serving tea and suchlike.’


There was a certain pause, a certain silence. But it
came to an end with a certain smack.


‘Ouch!’ said Sir Jonathan, rubbing his cheek.


‘You twerp,’ said Lady Agnes.


‘Yes, but I –’


‘I will take care of the count,’ said Lady
Agnes. ‘I have ways and means that you cannot conceive.’ And with that she
raised a gloved hand and snapped her fingers. Steely needles sprang from her
fingers’ ends. ‘Each tipped with poison,’ the lady said. ‘Be grateful that I
never scratched your back while we were enjoying each other.’


‘Quite so,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘Then
perhaps we should make it sporting. Each to his or her own. A grand shikar with
a prize for who first bags the count.’


‘I will drink to that,’ said Lady Agnes. ‘But
see, the orchestra strikes up and now the curtain rises. Let us enjoy the entertainments
and speak later of the grand shikar and the prize. Ah but see, what is this?’
and her ladyship pointed with a steely-needled finger. ‘Down there by the
orchestra pit. Surely that is Dawkins the Simian Sleuth. He wears his arm in a
sling, you only winged him.’


Sir Jonathan rose and aimed with his trousers.


The Simian Sleuth fell dead.


 


I had never felt more alive in my short life. The
colours and the fragrant air, the shafts of sunlight falling through the high
branched trees, each one rainbow-hued and magical.


‘Wait ‘til I tell the daddy of this,’ I said.
Because it occurred to me, probably for the first time, that I would have a
rare old tale to tell when I returned to Brentford.


Whether of course any of it would be believed, was
quite another matter. But. But if I had some souvenir of my adventures.
Something that just had to be real. Something genuinely not-of-the-Earth.
I could donate it to the British Museum and have a photograph of it in the book
I would definitely be writing about all of this. And when I was grown up and
famous, I would buy –


– and then I stopped and held at my head. My
thoughts were whizzing wildly about, moving too fast and banging all together.
This was all rather too much to take in. Perhaps I should just take heed of Barry’s
advice. I should close up the hatch, sit down and await his return.


Or I could have just a little look around.


‘Just be brave, you foolish fellow,’ I told myself.


And I took myself a stroll in the Garden of Eden.


If you are sufficiently articulate you can find
words to describe the beauty of something. You can speak of its colour and its
form and of its aesthetic. But some things have a beauty that is beyond words.
It can only be experienced, it can never be described.


The leaves were green, the grass was too, the
flowers were multi-coloured. Huge bee-like insects drifted from bloom to bloom
and things that might have been birds cried out in the tree tops.


I had a wander and crunched through the vegetation.
And then it occurred to me that perhaps I should take off my boots and my socks
and go barefoot instead. So I did so.


And then, as I pattered along, my toes squeezing
grass and the balls of my feet enjoying the soft warm soil, it occurred to me
further that what would be absolutely wonderful and indeed completely suited to
this scene of biblical Eden would be to throw off this inappropriately martial
uniform and caper about in my underpants.


And so I did this too.


But then –


And yes, I confess it, for it just seemed the right
thing to do, I pulled down my undies and kicked them away and wearing nought
but my birthday suit, I did a little dance.


 


Pretty Polly Packet didn’t dance. In the annals of
Music Hall history, her act was unique. She impersonated boxes and she did it
very well.


Her ‘turn’ consisted of her taking to the stage and
challenging the audience to name any kind of box or crate or container, coffer,
case or carton. Pitty box, band box, hat box, snuff box, pepper box or
cardboard box or even letter box. And she would impersonate it there and then
and she did so to much acclaim.


Few could fault her impersonation of the Chancellor
of the Exchequer’s despatch box, nor Napoleon’s portmanteau. Folk spoke in
hushed tones regarding her artistic rendition of Queen Victoria’s pencil case
and when she did the sea chest of the late Lord Nelson audiences rose to their
feet.


Naturally, upon Earth at the Hackney Empire, a less
sophisticated audience called out for a kind of box that Polly Packet refused
to impersonate publically. But here aboard The Leviathan, the toffs
called for her to do dressing cases, button boxes, wine crates and Fortnum &
Mason Christmas hampers.


Polly did not disappoint and the toffs cried out for
more.


‘I must confess,’ said Lady Agnes. ‘That I greatly
preferred the Dancing Dog of Dagenham.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford perused the face of a certain
watch which had once belonged to a certain Sherlock Haines. ‘It will soon be
time for the star turn,’ he said, and he poured out more champagne.


 


The star turn stood in her six star dressing room.


And had a poet viewed her there, he would no doubt
have taken out his pen and knocked out something like this:


 


Her young and slender body
clenched


Within a chiffon gown.


Her snow-white hair was spiralled
into curls.


Her emerald eyes were ringed by kohl.


Her lips were red with cochineal


About her neck there hung a
string of pearls.


 


Upon her dainty fingers


There were many precious rings.


The gifts of popes and potentates


And commodores and kings.


 


About her dainty ankles


Clung jewel-encrusted bands


Which had travelled through the
realm of space


From far exotic lands.


 


In a far away and exotic land I danced about like a
loon in my bare skuddies. Through shafts of rainbow light and all about.


It was wonderful. And quite poetic too.


 


I danced through glades and leafy
bowers


About the tree trunks’ wooden
towers


O’er the soft and scented grass


A thorny bush pricked me in the –


 


I paused somewhat in my muse and stared.


Between the trees I saw a rolling meadow and on this
meadow many grazing forms.


I stepped lightly upon my unclad feet and took
myself to this meadow.


There to behold a green and glorious flock of
vegetable lambs.
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The tiny creatures in the meadow ate without a
sound. So I walked in the silence of the lambs. Here and there one raised its head
to briefly glance at me, but none showed any fear at all and I knew I would
never do them harm.


They closely resembled the lamb that I had seen in
the Brentford garden of Lady Agnes Rutherford. Vivid green with silky wool,
attached by a slender stalk to a kind of seed pod. And I saw many such pods
lying round and about, waiting, no doubt, to sprout lambs.


In this wonderful meadow, there seemed to be no
danger of the lambs exhausting their food supplies and starving to death. For
to my utter amazement I saw that the grass, once eaten, was miraculously
replenished. I sat down on my bare behind and stared about in awe.


Was this, I wondered, the way life was
supposed to be? Had been intended to be? As a divine creator had intended it to
be? To live without care? Without fear? To be born, to eat, to grow, to be,
to exist in silent bliss? It seemed to me these little beings had
attained to a form of spiritual perfection.


And I know what you are thinking. You are thinking
that this was rather deep stuff for a boy of my age. But these thoughts entered
and filled up my mind and I could think of nothing else, other than how
marvellous it would be not to be a little boy any more, but rather to be a
vegetable lamb eating magical grass and no doubt filled with peace and bliss
and things of a similar nature.


And the more I thought about these things the more I
felt an empathy with these creatures. That I was now among them and could, if I
tried very hard, even become one too.


And as these thoughts crowded into my mind and left
room for no others, my gaze turned down towards my feet and I saw that they
were no longer feet, but now instead two little hooves composed of silken
hairs.


And a feeling of serenity and happiness filled me as
I began to metamorphose.


From a naughty boy into a beautiful lamb.


 


‘My little lamb,’ said Count Rostov, to Sophia
Poppette. ‘Is it your wish to perform before these people?’


He stood with her backstage amongst the ropes and
props and theatrical oddities. Here a column from some Shakespearian tragedy.
There a curious suit of clothes to be worn by a talented pig.


Beyond the curtained stage the crowd was chanting
the Poppette’s name.


The beautiful being smiled towards Count Rostov.
‘They would have me play for them,’ she said.


‘But do you wish it, darling girl? A word from you
and the curtain will not rise.’


‘You are so very kind to me, my uncle.’


‘I love you very much indeed,’ Count Rostov placed a
hand upon her shoulder. ‘Soon she will come,’ he said to her. ‘Soon Our Lady of
Space will manifest to us.’


‘And only to us, my uncle?’


‘Perhaps to you alone,’ said Count Rostov. ‘Perhaps
it is only you alone who are worthy.’


‘There is so much that I do not understand.’


‘You will understand all,’ said the count.
‘Now go before your public.’


She stood upon her tiptoes and kissed him on the
cheek.


Then danced away towards the stage and left him all
alone.


Count Rostov wiped away a tear. ‘And where is Gurt?’
he cried.


 


I would never cry again, I knew.


I would never again feel fear, or experience want. I
would become at one with this glorious planet.


I would know only bliss. Only bliss.


 


The audience knew only bliss, as Sophia Poppette
performed.


To some she danced as Isadora Duncan. To some she
sang as Jenny Lind, the Swedish Nightingale. Her acts of stage magic surpassed
those of Maskelyne. Then her feet left the stage and she rose like an angel.
The curtains closed and the crowd cheered on and on.


 


And on and on and on and on and –


‘Chief!’


I opened my eyes and stared in shock, into the face
of Professor Mandlebrot.


‘Chief, I told you not to leave the ship!’ the words
came from the professor’s mouth and now the professor’s hands shook me about.


‘And you’re in the buff,’ said Barry’s voice. ‘And
the planet is swallowing you. Come on while you still can, back to the
spaceship.’


‘Get your hands off me,’ I told the professor, or
Barry who somehow was working that fellow. Somehow. ‘I love it here. I’m meant
to be here. I’m staying here. Go away.’


‘You’ll be turned to compost, chief. The lambs will
eat you up.’ The professor’s hands were upon me and I was being dragged up to
my feet.


‘Leave me alone,’ I clawed at the ground. Ripping
out clumps of grass, that grew back before me. I desperately tried to cling to
the ground, to hang on to one of the tiny seed pods, to hang onto anything.
Anything.


‘We have to go, chief, and quickly.’


My protestations fell upon deaf ears. Professor Mandlebrot
scooped me up in his arms and ran with me back towards The Pilgrim.


Behind us ran the crew of silly boys. Somehow Barry
had effected their escape also. Very enterprising of him I was sure, but I
didn’t want to escape. I wanted to stay here in bliss amongst the magical
lambs. So I struggled.


‘This is for your own good, chief,’ said Barry’s
voice. And then the professor punched my gob and things went rather black.


 


I awoke in my hammock aboard The Pilgrim and
I was to say the least furious. And when I glanced down at myself to find that
I was no longer naked, but wearing someone else’s underpants, I was not
only furious, I felt quite disgusted.


‘Bloody bastards,’ I said, for that was how I felt.
‘Dirty rotten bloody bastards, and as for that bloody Barry –’


‘– No thanks at all coming my way then, chief?’ said
Barry, back inside my head, where I didn’t want him to be.


‘Thanks?’ I said. ‘For what?’


‘For rescuing you, chief. You left the spaceship
when I told you not to –’


‘And it was the best thing I ever did in my life,’ I
protested. ‘And I want to go back. Take me back.’


‘It was not what you thought,’ said the sprout. ‘You
felt as if turning into a lamb would be a heavenly experience, didn’t you,
chief?’


‘I did,’ I said and I swung my legs down from the
hammock.


‘It wouldn’t have been,’ said Barry. ‘Quite the
reverse in fact.’


‘Stuff and nonsense,’ I said to the sprout. ‘I know
what I felt.’


‘Well it’s neither here nor there now, chief. We are
well away beyond Venusian space-space and we certainly won’t be going back in
that direction.’


‘Going back?’ I queried. ‘We won’t be going
back? We are going back to The Leviathan right now, aren’t we,
Barry?’


‘Well, chief –’


‘Well chief what?’


‘Well chief, we are not exactly going back as
of yet.’


‘Which means?’


‘Which means, chief, that in fact we’re going
forwards.’


‘Forwards? Into the heart of the sun?’


‘I did pass on your doubts to the professor.’


‘My doubts?’ I was fairly raving now, I make
no bones about it. ‘They’re not doubts, Barry. They are facts.
The sun is not a bloody lens, it’s a bloody star.’


‘I don’t care for this swearing, chief.’


‘I don’t care what you care for. A few days from now
we will all be roasted to death.’


‘Oh no we won’t,’ said Barry.


‘We bloody will,’ I said.


‘We won’t chief. In a few days from now, we will not
be.’


‘So we’re not heading straight for the sun.’


‘Well, we are doing that.’


‘But we won’t be roasted in a few days’ time?’


‘Definitely not, chief.’


‘You are prepared to promise me that? Hand on
whatever heart you have, even without a hand?’


‘Certainly, chief.’


‘Cross that heart and hope to die? Again without the
hand?’


‘You have my word on it, chief. We will absolutely not
be roasted to death in a few days’ time.’ 


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I am happy with this,’ I said too.
‘But just one thing,’ I also said. ‘Tell me truthfully how you can be so absolutely
and completely sure of this?’


‘Because, chief, we will not be hitting the heart of
the sun in a few days’ time. Because, according to my calculations, we will be
hitting the heart of the sun in precisely ten minutes and thirty seconds from
now.’


‘Ten minutes?’ I cried. ‘Ten minutes?’


‘And about ten seconds now.’


‘And –’ but I seemed to lose my voice.


And the ship sped on towards the heart of the sun.
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‘We are doomed!’ I cried. ‘ALL DOOMED!’


And I found myself doing something that was new to
me but not very helpful. I began to spin about in small circles a-flapping of
my hands.


‘Ease up, chief,’ went Barry. ‘Getting giddy in
here.’


‘You’ll be roasted ten minutes from now!’


‘Nine and a half minutes, chief.’


‘You useless little pus-filled bubo –’


‘Steady on there, chief.’


The temperature in the dormitory was really rising
now. And through the row of portholes came a bright and golden glow.


‘This is your very last chance,’ I said to
Barry. ‘If you wish to find favour in my eyes and retain my good opinion,
remove us directly from this ship of death.’


‘Nicely put, chief, but no can do.’


‘What, are you broken, or something?’


‘Just following orders, chief.’


‘No you’re not!’ I shouted at Barry. ‘You are
ignoring my orders.’ And I made tight little fists and shook them.


Well, I made one little fist.


Because my other hand, I found, had something in it.


Something that I had been clutching very tightly,
although I had not been aware that I was doing so.


I opened my hand and turned my gaze to it.


‘Oh,’ said I in surprise.


And ‘No,’ said Barry. ‘You’re not supposed to have that,
chief. You shouldn’t have taken that.’


It was a seed pod. A seed pod from Venus. A seed pod
from which might grow a vegetable lamb.


‘Bad bad boy,’ said Barry.


‘Shut up you nasty green git!’ I replied. ‘I double,
treble, quadruple order you to get us out of here now.’


It was getting hotter and hotter.


Brighter and brighter came the glow through the portholes.


‘I’m waiting!’ I shouted. ‘I’m still here,
Barry.’


‘Only five minutes to go now, chief. Doesn’t time
pass quickly when you’re having a good time?’


‘Pencil,’ I shouted. ‘I’m finding a pencil. I’ll
winkle you out and at least have the pleasure of mashing you up before I snuff
it. You rotten bloody –’


‘Please, chief. Don’t be hasty.’


But hasty was all I could be – so I rampaged
about the dormitory, searching for something slim and pointy to thrust into my
ear.


‘You’ll get yourself brain damage,’ Barry said.


‘I won’t have a brain in five minutes’ time.’


‘Four minutes now,’ said Barry.


Rush and whizz and rattle-all-about-now went The
Pilgrim. Things started going ‘ping’ and ‘clunk’ and making sounds
suggestive of unredeemable damage and calamitous destruction. Then ‘crack’ went
the glass in several portholes and ‘Ow’ went I in my bare feet as the metal
floor began to get quite toasty.


And could I find a pencil? Or even a pointed stick?’


I could not.


‘Our Father who art in Heaven –’ I began.


‘Nice,’ said Barry. ‘Nice choice of prayer.’


‘Hallowed be thy name –’


‘I’ll kind of “la” along in the background, chief,
as a sort of small choral accompaniment.’


‘You’ll get yours, you –’


‘Less than two minutes, chief.’


‘Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done –’


‘Now you’re getting it, chief.’


‘On Earth as it is in Heaven.’


Forward forward forward rushed The Pilgrim.
Drawn by titanic gravitational forces, down and down into the heart of the sun.
Nose cone now beginning to glow, tail fins starting to twist. Foolish crew boys
gaining sudden enlightenment and awareness of their impending extinction.
Professor Mandlebrot buckled into the pilot’s seat, pressing forward the joystick
with one hand while holding a nice hot cup of tea in the other.


A nice cup of tea!


At a time like this!


And me in a strange pair of underpants, a sprout in
my head, my feet catching fire, wondering how my older self could ever have
been so –


STUPID!


‘Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,’ I went.


The Pilgrim plunged into the sun.


‘Aaaaaamen,’ was the last thing I said. Amen.


 


‘Armadillo,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


He was breakfasting now with the toffs and titled
ones in whose company he had travelled to The Leviathan aboard the HMSS
Lovely Lovely Owl.


John ‘Boy’ Betjeman was there. Lord Binky
Hartington, the honourable Crichton, the roguish Atters and Carrington
Hanky-Panky-Poo, of the Sussex Panky-Poos.


They were adorning the White Star Breakfast Buffet
and Grill, on level thirty-nine. Silver service, gourmet food, lemon trees,
orange trees, cherry trees and peach trees, potted palms and willows too,
arranged to charming effect. The furniture was swank and modern. Sleek chairs
of chromium and cowhide. The table tops supported by legs of glass which
created the most pleasing effect that they somehow hung in the air.


‘Armadillos,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford once gain.
‘Crusty little nubnunks that scuttle about like bandy-legged butlers.’


‘Know the fellas well,’ said the roguish Atters.
‘Bagged a few in the Americas on a big game hunt last year. Had a motor cycle
helmet made out of one. Can vouch for their inefficiency in regards to
cushioning the head. Came a cropper, terrible business.’


‘You wore one on your head whilst riding a motor
bicycle?’ queried John ‘Boy’ Betjeman.


‘Me? Heavens no. Had the mater test it out
for me. Shortly after the pater croaked from eating the poisoned mushrooms. I
thought those red and white fellows might have appeal, had the pater try them
out. Dreadful business. Dreadfully sorry and all that. Dreadfully grateful for
the inheritance though.’


‘I went up to Oxford with your older brother
Charlie,’ said Lord Binky Hartington. ‘Suppose he must have inherited half.
Suppose he urinated same against the baronial buttresses.’


‘Such was no doubt his intention,’ said Atters.
‘Tragic business though. I felt certain that bungee rope was of sufficient
strength to carry his weight.’


‘Would you care to hear more of my lyrics?’ asked
Boy Betjeman. ‘I’ve done another verse.’


‘This that Nostradamus tosh?’ asked the honourable Crichton.’
Something about boxing in Tibet with the lamas, wasn’t it?’


The Boy took out his notebook and made notes. ‘This
is the second verse,’ he said. ‘It’s about the magician, Cagliostro.’


‘Saint Skaliwagg preserve us,’ said Atters.


‘Saint Skaliwagg?’ asked the honourable Crichton.


‘Patent saint of knee-tremblers, or some such rot,’
said Atters.


‘I’ll begin now,’ said Boy Betjeman and did so:


 


‘Cag-li-ostro


He never ever lived in Moscow.


It’s very doubtful that he owned
a crossbow.


Cag-li-ostro.’


 


‘Oh bravo,’ said Carrington Hanky-Panky-Poo of the
Sussex Panky-Poos. ‘Cracking stuff, Boy. Leaves those American wallahs Ezra Pound
and T.S. Eliot with egg on their faces, eh?’


‘Got any more then, Boy?’ asked Atters, sniggering
behind his hand.


‘Francis Bacon,’ said Boy Betjeman.


‘Who he?’ asked Atters.


‘Philosopher, statesman and occultist,’ said the
Boy.


‘Let’s be having him then.’ Atters struggled to
contain his mirth.


 


‘Francis Bacon


He wrote Shakespeare, if I’m not
mistaken.


Liked his cocktails stirred and
never shaken.


Francis Bacon.’


 


The toffs clapped loudly, disturbing other
breakfasters.


‘I am humbled,’ said Lord Binky Hartington, ‘to be
in the presence of greatness. Do you really think you can trust a singer to
give your words the necessary gravitas and expression?’


‘The Poppette is to sing them,’ said Boy Betjeman.


‘The Poppette?’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘With Louis Armstrong’s band at Queen Victoria’s Double
Sapphire Jubilee ball. And I have an invite, naturally.’


‘Naturally,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. Who did not
have an invite.


‘I’d dearly like the Poppette to picnic in my punt,’
said Atters.


‘I would escort her to Afghanistan and take her up
the Khyber,’ said the honourable Crichton.


‘I would place her inside a big bass drum,’ said
Binky Hartington,’ and accompany her to the arctic circle.’


His friends looked on. One shrugged.


‘There to bang her rigid,’ said Lord Hartington.
Bowing then to thunderous applause.


‘Gentlemen, gentlemen, please,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford. ‘We would all like to find ways to entertain this delightful
creature. But Count Rostov, as you know, is most protective.’


‘There was an attempt made on the count’s life last
night,’ said the honourable Crichton. ‘Just after the Poppette’s performance at
the Music Hall.’


‘Really?’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘How so?’


‘Someone placed an exploding whoopee cushion on the
seat of his sedan chair.’


‘He has a sedan chair?’ said the roguish
Atters. ‘Now that is a sound enough conveyance. Couple of strong colonials to
freight a chap around town. Think I might acquire one myself.’


‘The count has four pony girls to carry his,’ said
the honourable Crichton. ‘Happily they weren’t hurt when the bomb went off.’


‘And the count?’ asked Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘Wasn’t there,’ said the Crichton. ‘He was in the
Poppette’s dressing room, his servant Gurt sat down in the sedan chair and boom.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford gave his fine moustaches a
twirl. Lady Agnes had got in rather early with her first assassination attempt.
He would have to buck his ideas up before she had a second go.


‘Must love you and leave you chaps,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford. ‘Things to do, places to be.’


‘And a count to kill,’ he said beneath his breath.
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‘Wake up, chief. Wake up.’


‘What? Where? When? Who?’


‘Come on, chief. Wake up, we’re here.’


‘Why? When? What?’


‘All very pertinent questions, I am sure, chief. But
now’s not the time to be asking them.’


Of a sudden I became fully awake and glanced about
somewhat in shock.


I was in my hammock, aboard The Pilgrim, and
dressed now in my uniform and boots. I did blinkings of the eyes and murmurings
of confusion.


Then I said, ‘Oh I see,’ and I drew out the last
word ‘seeee’ to suggest that I saw.


‘You do see, do you, chief?’ Barry asked.


‘I do indeed,’ I replied. ‘It has all been a dream.
We are still on The Pilgrim, but it hasn’t yet reached the sun.’


‘You do draw the most interesting conclusions,
chief. But I will have to disillusion you of that one.’


‘Then we are going back to The Leviathan.’
There was hope in my voice, a hopeful hope.


‘No, chief,’ said Barry. ‘Not that either. As I told
you, we’re here.’


‘And where exactly is here?’ I swung down my
legs from the hammock. Someone had polished my boots. But surely my boots had
been left upon Venus. But –


‘Never mind any of that now,’ said Barry. ‘We’re
here and that’s all that matters, isn’t it?’


I shook my head and said, no it was not. ‘Where precisely
is here?’ I asked the sprout.


‘On the other side of the great lens, chief. You
might choose to call it Paradise.’


‘Paradise?’ I said. ‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘Are you
saying that I’m dead?’ (I said.)


‘Not a bit of it, chief. You are as right as a nine
penny piece, whatever that might mean.’


‘So, I am alive in Paradise?’ I became very
confused.


‘The other side of the great big lens,’ said Barry.


And now I made a deeply frowning face. ‘There
actually is a big lens?’ I said.


‘Some people believe it’s a star,’ said Barry the
sprout.


‘Some people? Some people?’


‘You’d be surprised what people believe,’ said Barry.


‘But the sun, the burning star? The sun is not a sun
at all, it really is a great big lens?’


‘Your conversation is becoming a tad repetitive,
chief. The sun is not a star. It is a big lens.’


‘Hold on a minute,’ I said to Barry. ‘When did you
find this out?’


‘I’ve always known it, chief. I’m a holy guardian
sprout from God’s kitchen garden. You hardly forget where Heaven is, especially
if you’re brought up there.’


‘What?’ I went. ‘WHAT?’


‘Oh little sprout of God,’ said Barry. ‘Farrowed be
thy name.’


‘You knew?’ I made those gagging, croaking sounds.
‘You knew all along that we were heading towards a big lens and not a
burning star.’


‘Of course I did, chief.’


‘But you let me go on believing –’


‘Everyone has a right to their own beliefs, chief.
Who am I to take issue with someone’s beliefs?’


‘You rotten little, stinking little, treacherous
little –’


‘Chief,’ said Barry. ‘You are now in the realm of
God. You really shouldn’t use that horrid language.’


‘I’m grassing you up,’ I said. ‘God won’t think your
sneaky games are funny.’


‘God does have a sense of humour, chief. He did
invent the camel, after all.’


‘I can’t believe this. I just can’t believe this.’


‘Well, that’s a new one on me, chief. An atheist in
Heaven.’


‘Not this, you!’ and I folded my arms and
made my huffiest face.


‘That face is lost on me, chief,’ said Barry. ‘And
now I think you should give your hair a comb and your face a wash and I’ll
introduce you to God.’


‘You will introduce me to God?’ I said. ‘But I am
still alive?’ I said. ‘And so I should wash my face and comb my hair?’


‘And best have a wee wee too while you’re at it.
Just to be on the safe side.’


‘This is some kind of wind-up, isn’t it?’ I stalked
over to the porthole and peered out to see what lay beyond.


Then I gave a kind of a whistle. Then I returned to
my hammock and had a sit down.


‘It’s ……… it’s……. but there……’ I managed to say.


‘Some call it Heaven, some call it Paradise, I call
it home sweet home.’


I had to give my chest a squeeze for all of a sudden
my heart was beating fast.


I took deep breaths, climbed once more to my feet
and walked once more to the porthole and peeped out.


Beyond there lay a golden world, with golden grass
and a golden sky and golden folk and golden roads and trees of gold and birds
of gold and gold and gold and gold and gold and –


‘– gold,’ said Barry. ‘It is a bit ostentatious, I suppose.
But after all He is God. And if God wants to live in a golden world, who
are we to stop him?’


‘Where are the cabin boys?’ I asked the sprout.


‘Gone to meet God, I suppose, chief,’ Barry said.


‘And Professor Mandlebrot?’


‘Well, he’d be meeting the boys.’


‘I think he’s met the boys already,’ I said.


‘Yes, but not in his real capacity,’ said Barry.


‘I will have to ask you to explain that,’ said I.


‘Well, chief, when you first saw Professor
Mandlebrot, what did you think about him?’


‘Short,’ I said. ‘Very short.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Rather fat.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Red face, big beard. Looks a lot like Father
Christmas,’ I said.


‘Or perhaps somebody else. The big somebody else.’


‘Eh?’ I said. ‘What?’ I said. ‘He?’ I said.
‘Pardon.’


‘Professor Mandlebrot is God,’ said Barry. ‘I’m
surprised you didn’t recognise Him. There’s pictures of Him all over the place
on Earth. On the Sistine Chapel ceiling, and in illustrated Bibles and didn’t
Charlton Heston play Him once?’


‘Charlton Heston played Moses,’ I said. ‘And for
that matter, Professor Mandlebrot can’t be God. He’s too short and he has that
silly squeaky voice.’


‘Size isn’t everything,’ said Barry. ‘And I
should know. And it is just a popular misconception that God has a big booming
voice. God has a nice high Heavenly voice. It’s the Devil who has a deep dark
down-below voice. You don’t know very much.’


‘I know I’m going to grass you up,’ I said. ‘And
then we’ll see if God shares your sense of humour or not.’


‘God can be quite vindictive,’ said Barry. ‘I wouldn’t
go getting his rag up if I were you.’


‘No! No! No!’ I said. For I had a few doubts left in
me. ‘If Professor Mandlebrot is really God, why did he need a spaceship to
travel to Heaven?’


‘He doesn’t,’ said Barry.


‘Then why did He need you to rescue Him from the
Venusians?’


‘He didn’t,’ said Barry.


‘Then why did He allow the Venusians to take Him
prisoner?’


‘Ah,’ said Barry. ‘Now that is a question.’


‘And I’d like an answer to it.’


‘Well, you can’t have one, chief. God has a reason
for doing everything He does. Sometimes His reasons can be a bit confusing to
the rest of us. And sometimes, and this is just between you and I, He does make
the occasional mistake.’


‘Like bluebottles,’ I said. ‘There isn’t any point
at all in bluebottles.’


‘Another popular misconception. But trust me on this,
chief, there was a very good reason for us to be on Venus. The same as
there is a very good reason for us to be here. And it will all be down to God,
who made the past and the present and future.’


‘So God knew that I would be on The
Pilgrim?’


Barry nodded in my head, which I found rather
unpleasant.


‘In His guise as Professor Mandlebrot He picked all
of the crew. God is a very nice fellow and He can be kind even to naughty
little boys like you.’


My head now became full of questions.


‘All in God’s good time, chief,’ Barry said.


‘So can we go and meet God now?’ I asked.


‘Once you’ve had a wash and combed your hair.’


I stood upon legs that weren’t completely steady.


‘Right,’ I said and I went to wash my face.


 


Count Rostov rinsed his hands in a golden sink. He
was a very fastidious count, was Rostov. He liked to keep himself clean. But as
the count dipped his hands in the scented water of his golden sink, he glanced
at his reflection in the looking glass above.


And viewed an expression he rarely viewed.


 An expression, most expressive, of concern.


‘Someone tried to assassinate me,’ he said to his
reflection. ‘Someone put a bomb inside my sedan chair.’


Count Rostov scrubbed at his hands, in the manner of
Lady Macbeth, in that Scottish play written by William Shakespeare, not by
Francis Bacon.


‘Someone wants to kill me,’ said the count. And his
expression changed from worried unto wounded. ‘Why me?’ he questioned.
‘Why would anybody want to kill me? What have I ever done to upset
anyone?’


He turned around to view his catspaw, Gurt.


Gurt was slumped in a wheelchair, swathed like a pharaoh’s
mummy from his head to his toes in many linen bandages.


‘Why me, Gurt?’ he asked.


Gurt mumbled something that ended with, ‘master.’


‘Speak up properly when I ask you something,’ cried
the count.


‘A mistake, master, a mistake,’ gasped Gurt.
‘Perhaps it was someone who had it in for me.’


‘Now that I can understand,’ said the count.
‘Because you are despicable. But why would anyone wish harm to a lovely
chappy chumrade such as I?’


‘It is incomprehensible, master.’


‘Yes it is,’ the count agreed. ‘And most
upsetting too. Now get up from that chair, you lazy wretch and fetch me a vodka
and tonic at the double.’


Gurt struggled to rise from the chair and fell
heavily to the floor.


Count Rostov dried his hands on a monogrammed bath
towel. Took himself over to the fallen groaning figure and gazed down upon it.


‘I am going to give you a sound kicking now,’ said
Rostov. ‘It’s nothing personal, you understand, just that I’m rather upset.’


‘Thank you, master,’ said Gurt, as the boot went in.


 


Lady Agnes Rutherford would never have kicked a
servant. She would have considered that a very bad-mannered thing to do. She
only had a single servant with her aboard The Leviathan and this was her
much-loved monkey maid, Samantha.


Alone but for Samantha, Lady Agnes breakfasted in
her cabin upon Corn Flakes and smiled prettily as her monkey maid poured her a
cup of Earl Grey.


Before her on the doily-covered table lay today’s
copy of the liner’s newspaper, Leviathan Life. Its front page headline
read


 


ASSASSINATION ATTEMPT


UPON BELOVED COUNT


 


Lady Rutherford studied the paper with interest.


‘Assassination attempt?’ she said. ‘With an exploding
whoopee cushion? Well, as that wasn’t me, it must have been Sir Jonathan. I
shall have to pull my stockings up, or I will lose the contest.’


 


I had my boots on, so I couldn’t pull up my socks.


‘Ready?’ asked Barry.


‘I’m ready,’ I said.


‘Then let us go and see God,’ said my guardian
sprout.
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I was really quite unimpressed by God.


I mean, well fair enough, He was the Divine
Creator and He did live in a golden realm with many golden angels, but
He was rather small and He did have that silly voice.


And for that matter, regarding His golden realm, it was
very gaudy and not very kind to the eyes.


But, all that said, He was God, so He did
deserve some respect.


When finally I was introduced (because there was a
bit of queue) I bowed very politely and told God how very impressed I was with
all the wonderful things we had to thank him for. Such as peacocks and
helicopters and pussycats and bubble-gum. Then I took the opportunity to
express my dissatisfaction with Barry and protest regarding his outrageous behaviour
and suggest that God might care to make it up to me by tossing Barry onto the
golden compost heap and issuing me with a new and less cantankerous guardian
vegetable.


Perhaps a grape named Gary, or an olive named
Oliver. In fact anything that was smaller than a sprout, as I had not enjoyed
having Barry thrust into my earhole


And what did God do?


Well, I’ll tell you.


He laughed. In His silly squeaky voice He just
laughed. And then He said that He was very glad things were going according to
plan. And then He laughed some more.


I opened my mouth to take issue with this, but I was
hustled away.


‘I’m returning to the back of the queue,’ I told
Barry. ‘I didn’t get a fair chance to say all that is on my mind.’


‘God in His wisdom, will make all well,’ said a dear
little voice in my head.


‘Gary,’ I said. ‘Oliver?’


‘You wish, chief. You dirty grass. Telling tales to
God.’


‘I’ll bet there’s a golden pencil somewhere here,’ I
said.


‘Knock it off, chief. You and I are in this
together. And God Himself just told you that things were going according to
plan.’


‘And how might that be?’ I asked, for this
was a reasonable question. ‘I thought I had been brought back to this time to
help foil some super villain’s plans to destroy the universe, or something.’


‘I do agree, chief,’ said Barry, ‘that sometimes it
is a little unclear, and even downright confusing. But I’m sure you will do
whatever is required of you, when it is required, and all will end well, don’t fret.’


‘Don’t fret?’ I said this rather slowly. ‘I don’t
think you have the faintest idea what I am supposed to be doing. Do you,
Barry?’


‘Don’t shoot the messenger, chief. Or indeed the
deliverer. My job was to deliver you to The Leviathan in nineteen
twenty-seven in time for Her Majesty’s Double Sapphire Jubilee celebrations.
Where you would do something that only you could, and save the day. As
it were.’


‘As it were,’ I said, in a manner neither hurried
nor speedy. ‘Are you finally owning up to me that you don’t actually know what
it is that I am supposed to do?’


‘I know you were supposed to make contact with Sir Jonathan
Crawford,’ said Barry. ‘I know that is very important.’


‘I’d almost forgotten about him,’ I said.
‘But tell me, really, truly, Barry, is that all you know?’


‘I know I’m supposed to help,’ said the sprout. ‘And
offer you sound advice and keep you out of trouble and harm wherever possible.’


‘Well, you’re doing a brilliant job at that,’
I said, in the manner known as sarcastic.


‘Sprouts have feelings too, chief. I’m doing the
best I can.’


‘Don’t come that with me,’ I said. And then I
stopped, for I had been walking. But now I stopped. ‘What exactly is that?’
I asked of Barry.


‘Ah,’ said the holy guardian sprout. ‘That’s the Humungous
Fungus.’


To which I replied, as anyone would, ‘The what?’


It certainly was large, whatever it was. We had been
walking through golden meadows, surrounded by golden trees and golden
hedgerows. Golden lambs frolicked about in these meadows and cows that were no doubt
the colour of gold, mooed away off in the distance.


The golden serenity of this pastoral scene was
somewhat rogered all to Hell by what appeared to be an enormous multi-coloured
mushroom. It rose from fields ahead, vast and sky-filling and altogether ugly
to behold.


‘What did you say that is?’ I asked.


‘The Humungous Fungus,’ said Barry. ‘God’s greatest
triumph, his unsung masterpiece.’


‘It’s ‘orrible,’ I said to Barry. ‘And, oh,’ I
pinched at my boyish nostrils. ‘It smells really rank.’


‘Show a little gratitude,’ said Barry. ‘Without the Humungous
Fungus, you wouldn’t be here at all.’


‘As I don’t want to be here at all,’ I said, ‘I’m quite
happy to blame the horrendous penis, if it is willing to accept the blame.’


‘I think that amounts to blasphemy,’ said Barry.
‘But as after the way you talked to God you’re probably bound for eternal
damnation anyway, I doubt that it matters.’


‘Oh go on then,’ I said, ‘tell me all about it.’ And
I held my nose and flapped my hands about.


‘The Tale of the Humungous Fungus,’ Barry began.
‘And how it explains so very much to those inclined to listen. It is the Big
Revelation.’


I sighed somewhat and sat myself down upon a golden
tuffet.


‘Once upon a time,’ said Barry the sprout. ‘In fact
in a time before there was any time, there was God. Now people like to
believe that there is always a beginning, a middle and an end to things. Like
life itself, that you have a beginning when you are conceived, a middle while
you live and an end when you die. However, those of a religious bent do not believe
that that end is the end, they believe it’s only a new beginning for the
soul.’


‘Do get on with it,’ I said.


Barry sighed, ‘God does not have a beginning, middle
and end,’ he said. ‘Because He is God He has always been
here, always will be here. Like the universe in general, which is an
aspect of God.’


‘Have to stop you there,’ I said. ‘The universe is
God?’


‘Everything is made out of God,’ said Barry. ‘It’s
just that some things aren’t made quite so well as other things. You can think
of all the stars and galaxies and nebula as being cells in the body of God. God
can be very big when he wants to. God can do just as he pleases. Hence
the Humungous Fungus.’


‘Look, start at the beginning again,’ I said.
‘Without too much emphasis on the esoteric stuff, I’m only a schoolboy, you
know. But I’d like to hear the story.’


‘I’ll read from the book,’ said Barry. ‘I have one
here.’


‘You have a book in my head?’


‘An entire library, chief. And a comfy armchair and
a table lamp, there’s a surprising amount of spare room in your head.’


I made growlings. ‘What is this book?’


The Vulgate Vegetablis, chief. Literally the Bible
of the Vegetables. It was the original Bible. Written before the one you
might, by sheer accident, have opened once or twice.’


‘No need for that,’ I said and I tinkered
with the tuffet and gold dust came off on my fingers.


‘Chapter One, Verse One,’ said Barry. As,
inaccurately translated as the First Gospel of Saint John, in the New
Testament. Chapter One, Verse One.’


 


1. In the
beginning was the Wurzel, and the Wurzel was with God and the Wurzel was God –


 


‘The Wurzel?’ I queried.


‘The Mangelwurzel,’ said Barry. ‘Originally the Man
Gold Wurzel. And think about that, considering where you are.’


I did so, ‘carry on,’ said I.


 


2. The same was
in the beginning with God.


3. All things
were made by Him and without Him was not anything made that was made.


4. For on the
third day of His making He did let the Earth bring forth grass,


the herb yielding
seed, the fruit tree yielding fruit after its kind


 the Humungous
Fungus yielding forth Man after –


 


‘Must just stop you again there, Barry,’ I said. ‘This
is an alternative Bible is it? Alternative, as in, you have just made it up.’


‘I will put it as simply as I can,’ said Barry the
sprout. ‘Vegetables came first. You can read that in the very first chapter of Genesis.
Man was just an afterthought as God was having such a good time makings
things.’


‘You just read out that the Humungous Fungus yielded
forth Man.’


‘Well, Man didn’t hatch out of an egg, did he chief?
He was conceived of God in the Garden of Eden. God planted the seed of Man in
the Garden. The seed of the Humungous Fungus. Adam was a vegetable, chief. In
the days when the world was young and pure, Adam was a young pure veggie. But
Eve got tempted and all went to pot. You probably know the rest.’


‘And that is the Big Revelation?’


‘There’s a little bit more,’ said Barry. ‘Things get
lost in translation. In your Genesis it is said that Man fell from grace
because he ate of the Tree of Knowledge. This is a mistranslation. The “Tree”
of Knowledge was the Humungous Fungus. And Man did not eat from it, he tore
himself away from it. He was connected like one of those vegetable lambs is
connected to its seed pod jobbie. Man, in the form of Adam, broke the umbilical
cord that held him to the Tree of Knowledge and connected him directly to God. And
thus he fell from grace. So how do you like them apples, chief?’


I actually found myself speechless. There was
something deeply profound about what Barry had just said. I recalled with
absolute clarity how I had felt upon Venus when I found myself being
assimilated into the flock of vegetable lambs. The feeling of serenity, of
peace, of joy of being part of the whole. And perhaps Barry was right, perhaps
it was a mistranslation in Genesis. Perhaps Man had torn himself away from the
Tree of Knowledge and cursed himself for ever more. What an awful, dreadful
thing that was.


‘Sorry to rain on your parade, chief,’ said Barry.
‘But there it is. And Man has now moved so far beyond God, that he doesn’t even
recognise God when He comes to Earth and visits The Leviathan and walks
about for all the world to see.’


‘Oh dear me,’ I said to Barry. 


‘And what is more,’ said the sprout. ‘When he, and I
mean you, when I say he. When he finds himself in the presence of
the Tree of Knowledge, the Humungous Fungus, he holds his nose and says
it pongs. What do you think of that?’


I felt very small indeed and very very ashamed.


‘And that,’ continued Barry, might well be
why you are here. To be given this Big Revelation and to learn certain truths
about Life, the Universe and Ever-greens.’


 


‘I can’t top that one, Barry,’ I said. ‘Let’s finish
the chapter right here.’
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I sat on my tuffet and I had a bit of a think.


This was some kind of Big Revelation, no doubt about
that. And I was here in Heaven, which was indeed a rather special
place to be. But, in truth, I felt lost. Truly lost. As if my life had no
point. No value. No reason. I really wished that I had been left upon Venus to
blend into a vegetable lamb and become once more at one.


‘Well, up and at it, chief,’ said Barry. ‘Much to
do. We can’t sit loafing around.’


I remained on my golden tuffet. ‘Perhaps I’ll just
stay here,’ I said to Barry.


‘That’s not allowed, chief. Not until you, well….you…..know….you
snuff it.’


‘Could we go back to Venus, please?’ I asked.


‘Certainly not, chief. You have things to do.’


‘I am not really too sure of that,’ I said, for I
wasn’t too sure. ‘You don’t know what I’m supposed to do and frankly, Barry, I
no longer care.’


‘You have to care, chief. It matters.’


‘Does it, Barry?’ I asked Barry. ‘Does it really
matter? Does anything really matter? God put Man in a paradise garden and Man
mucked everything up. There’s no point to Man that I can see, Barry. The
universe would be far better off if Man wasn’t in it at all.’


‘Oh no,’ said Barry. ‘You mustn’t say that.
If God thought that, then He could just do away with Man by snapping his
fingers. But He doesn’t, because He still has high hopes for Man. He thinks Man
can redeem himself. Make something decent of himself. You have a part to play
in this. Be grateful that you have.’


‘This is all getting far too deep for me,’ I said.
‘I’ll bet I end up with some pretty deep-rooted psychological issues when I’m
an adult, because of all this.’


‘Or who knows, you might drive a steam train, or
something.’


I mulled this over.


‘Let’s go back to Venus,’ I said.


‘No, chief, no can do. We have to return to The
Leviathan for the Double Sapphire Jubilee celebrations for the big climax
of whatever is to happen, where you will do whatever you do and things will
work out well.’


To say I had my doubts would be hardly sufficient.


‘That’s weeks away, isn’t it?’ I asked Barry. ‘There
is no need to rush. I think I’ll just stay on this tuffet for a while. And
perhaps have a little sleep in that field there with those golden lambs, or –’


‘Or go and merge yourself into the Humungous Fungus?’


‘That is pretty high on my list,’ I said.


‘No, chief, it’s back to The Leviathan I’m
afraid, and we’ll have to hurry, or we’ll miss the party.’


‘Hold on,’ I said. ‘I have just had a thought and a
very pertinent thought it is too.’


‘I am aware of this thought,’ said Barry, ‘and it’s
not that pertinent.’


‘Oh yes it is,’ I said.


‘Oh no it isn’t.’


And then I said, ‘He’s behind you.’


And we shared a pantomime moment. But it did nothing
really to help the bonding process between Barry and myself. Ours was certainly
not to be a match that was made in Heaven.


‘So what about her?’ I said to the sprout.


‘What about who?’ asked Barry.


‘Our Lady of Space, as you know full well, as you
were reading my thoughts. This voyage aboard The Pilgrim was supposed to
be about contacting Our Lady of Space. And I even recall mention by God
Himself, in the guise of Professor Mandlebrot, regarding bringing this being
back to The Leviathan, perhaps to meet Queen Victoria, or something.’


‘Nice to see you were paying attention, chief.
However vaguely. But yes, you’re right, that was the object of the expedition.’


‘So where is this lady?’ I asked.


‘Frankly,’ said Barry, ‘she could be anywhere. Our
Lady of Space, you might say, is something of a MacGuffin.’


‘And what, pray tell me, is a MacGuffin?’ I asked.


‘A MacGuffin,’ said Barry, ‘might be defined as a
plot device, in the form of a goal, desired object or other motivator, that the
protagonist is willing to do and sacrifice almost anything to pursue, protect,
or control, often with little explanation as to why it is considered so
important (citation needed).’


‘Citation needed?’ I enquired.


‘Never mind that,’ said Barry. ‘Know only
that when Our Lady of Space’s moment comes, we will all surely know about it.’


‘Ludicrous,’ was my opinion. ‘Let’s go back to
Venus.’


‘No,’ said Barry. ‘We’re heading to The Leviathan.
And I know something that is going to make you happy.’


‘This will be a first,’ I said. ‘Say on.’


‘Professor Mandlebrot, or God, as you know Him, will
not be returning with us on The Pilgrim. His work there is done,
you might say.’


Barry paused, but I did not say.


‘So you can pilot The Pilgrim,’ said the
sprout.


 


I lined the silly boys up in a row.


‘Now listen here,’ I said to them. ‘You have all had
a nice trip to Heaven and a chat with God and everything, but now it’s back to
work. We will be returning to The Leviathan at the hurry-up and you must
all pull your weight and do your jobs without complaint.’


The bigger boy stepped close to me and reached out
for my throat.


‘And none of that,’ I said, ducking aside. ‘I
have been promoted to captain of this here vessel of space and as such I will
be throwing my weight about and making a right bastard of myself. So if you do
not wish to spend the return voyage swabbing out the toilets from inside them,
you will do what you’re told and all will be hunky dory.’


‘Bravo, chief,’ said Barry, in my head. ‘Pretty much
in character for you, I suppose.’


‘And someone fetch me a nice sharp pencil,’ I said.


 


But I did not winkle Barry from my head.
Because although he and I were never going to form a partnership of the Laurel
and Hardy persuasion, or indeed even that of Burke and Hare, Barry was a
vegetable from God’s garden. Barry was part of the Humungous Fungus and, as I
was gaining a deep respect for the vegetables of Earth and the universe as a
whole, I would let his presence be a comfort to me, rather than a torment.


‘That’s very nice of you, chief,’ said the little
green sod.


 


God actually waved us off as we left Heaven. He
stood there short and portly and bearded, with golden angels gathered about Him
and waved. But before I entered The Pilgrim He shook me by the hand,
wished me well and said that He could not stress too strongly how important it
was that I did what I had to do.


I took this opportunity to demand a precise
explanation as to exactly what it was that I would have to be doing.


But wouldn’t you know it, or wouldn’t you not.


He just laughed His silly laugh once again, patted
me on the head and said, ‘Splendid, splendid, splendid.’


Then I was hustled away by angels and thrust aboard The
Pilgrim.


 


‘Go and strap yourselves into your hammocks or
something,’ I told the silly boys. ‘We will be taking off in less than a
minute.’


The silly boys ambled away to the dorm and I sat
alone in the pilot’s chair. Alone, that was, but for Barry.


‘Key in the ignition, chief,’ said Barry.


‘Shut your stupid mouth,’ I said in reply.


‘Chief, we should be working together, you know.
Like Marks and Spencer, or vodka and lime –’


‘– or boiled sprouts and turkey?’ I suggested.


I dug into my uniform and there was the ignition key.


‘Upon this momentous occasion,’ I began.


‘What are you beginning, chief?’ asked Barry.


‘My speech,’ I said. ‘I’ll make one at this end,
although only you will be able to enjoy it. Then I’ll make another when we
reach The Leviathan and I get my hero’s welcome.’


‘Oh goody, goody,’ said Barry the sprout.


‘Upon this momentous occasion,’ I said, once again.
‘I would just like to say what an honour it is to be the very first man to
pilot a spaceship from the very portal of Heaven to the realm of Man below.’


‘Not bad,’ said Barry.


‘And –’ I went on.


‘Chief,’ said Barry. ‘You and I both know that you
are just padding it out to avoid leaving here and returning to The Leviathan.
So why don’t we drop all this, how should I put this, bovine manure, and get
your bottom in gear. Shall we not!’


‘Oh all right,’ I said to Barry. ‘You have no sense
of occasion, but you’re only making it worse for yourself. I’ll be making a very
big speech when I step from The Pilgrim to receive a standing ovation
and probably a special medal too. Made out of gold.’


I paused to let Barry say his piece. But for once it
seemed he had nothing to say, so I turned the ignition key.


Click…..click and whirr and stop went the engine.


‘Oh dear,’ I said. ‘It’s broken.’


Barry made sighing noises in my head.


‘All right! All right!’ I said. ‘We’re leaving.’ And
I turned the ignition key in the right direction, waved at God and His golden
angels through the windscreen, then did a really nifty vertical take-off. The
Pilgrim shot into the sky of gold and out through the great big lens.


From gold to black in the twinkling of an eye.


 


‘You can have a little sleep now, Barry,’ I told my
holy guardian sprout. ‘I can steer the ship perfectly well by myself and you
have earned a rest for all your hard work. I’ll wake you when we arrive back at
The Leviathan.’


‘Well thank you very much indeed, chief,’ said the
sprout. ‘Except for one small thing.’


‘And what might that be, my little green buddy?’


‘Well, chief, and no offence meant here. But if you
really think that I am so dumb that I will just go off to sleep leaving you to
“accidentally” crash land this spaceship on the planet Venus so you can turn
into a vegetable lamb, you are


SORELY MISTAKEN!’


 


And that really hurt when he shouted it out
in my head.


‘Back to The Leviathan?’ I asked.


‘Back to The Leviathan,’ said Barry.
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So I became the pilot of a spaceship, with twelve
silly boys at my command.


I sat a-steering in the pilot’s seat and had a good
think about this.


‘Barry,’ I said, to my cerebral companion. ‘Why does
this spaceship need a crew of thirteen boys? What do they all do?’


‘Some cook,’ said Barry.


‘I did all the cooking on the way to Heaven.’


‘Some serve drinks.’


‘I served all the drinks.’


‘Some do mopping and cleaning.’


‘But I did – hey hang about,’ I said. ‘I did all
the work on the voyage out. The other twelve just lazed about doing nothing.’


‘I’m sure they did something, chief. Things
they did in the Games Room.’


‘Games Room?’ I said. ‘What Games Room?’


‘Where you play games, chief. Like Jenga and Monopoly
and Kerplunk. And Buckaroo, of course.’


‘I love Buckaroo,’ I said.


‘Who doesn’t,’ said Barry, making a whinnying noise.


‘So let me get this straight,’ I said, for I wanted to
get this straight. ‘I worked my nads off all the way here –’


‘When you weren’t hiding in the toilet,’ said Barry.


‘Never mind that.’ I worked my naughty-bits
off while those twelve little sods were in the Games Room playing Buckaroo?’


‘And Operation, chief. That’s one of my
favourites, Operation.’


‘Mine too,’ I said and we shared a wistful moment.


‘Well I’m not having it,’ I said. ‘I’m in charge now
and they can all pull their weight. Where are they all now?’


‘I’ll give you three guesses, chief.’


I got up from my chair and –


‘Sit down chief!’ cried Barry very loudly in
my head.


‘I’m going to the Games Room,’ I said. ‘I wonder
whether there is a stout stick on board. I’d like to wield one.’


‘You can’t get up from your seat, chief,’ shouted
Barry.


‘Not so loud,’ I gave my head a bang. ‘And why can’t
I get up from my seat?’


‘Because you have to steer the spaceship.’


‘I’ll switch off the engine then,’ I reached for the
ignition key.


‘You can’t do that, chief. The ship will go off
course. There’s no telling where we might end up.’


‘We’ll just have to tie the steering jobbie with a
belt or something.’


‘You have a belt then, do you chief?’


I made a rather frowning face. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘Then
one of the lazy boys will have to steer while I tell the rest of them off.’


‘But they’re all in the Games Room, chief.’


‘Then I’ll have to shout for one, won’t I Barry?’


‘You’ll have to shout very loudly then chief. I
think all the doors are shut and the Games Room is at the other end of
the ship.’


‘What?’ I went. ‘WHAT?’ then, ‘What about my
dinner?’ I said. ‘What about when I need the toilet?’


‘I don’t recall you asking any of the silly boys to
make you any dinner, chief. And you were the cook on the outward
voyage.’


‘So I’m going to have to starve?’


‘We’ll be there by this time tomorrow, chief.’


‘And I’ll have to stay awake all that time to steer
the ship? And what about the toilet?’


‘Stay awake, steer the ship and hold it in, chief.
Those would be my words of advice.’


‘You…..you…..you…..you knew this!’ I said.


‘Perhaps I did, chief. But you were so insistent
that you were in charge and everyone had to do what you said, that I did
not feel it was really my job to mention it.’


‘Right! That’s it!’ I said. ‘First stop Venus.’


‘We’ve passed Venus, chief. And you do you know in
your heart that you have to play your part aboard The Leviathan. God
Himself did tell you how important whatever you have to do, is.’


I did mumblings and grumblings.


‘A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do,’ said
Barry.


I mumbled and grumbled some more.


‘Second star on the right and straight on ‘til
morning.’


Grumble mumble and grumble.


‘Pecker up, chief,’ said Barry.


‘Shut your gob!’ I said.


 


Sir Jonathan Crawford was filling his gob with
breakfast. Although he, of course, was far too posh to use a word such as gob.
Sir Jonathan sat in Fangio’s Bar, the American-themed ‘Diner’ and tucked into
waffles with maple syrup and raspberry jam, to be washed down with black coffee.


Waffles, Sir Jonathan considered, were hardly the
breakfast of champions. Surely waffles were pudding at best and when it came to
pudding, as every gentleman knew, the only real pudding that ever there
was, had to be Treacle Sponge Bastard.


Sir Jonathan sat alone upon this morning, far away
from his foolish friends and also Lady Agnes. For Sir Jonathan Crawford had
things on his mind, and one thing in particular.


This one thing being the assassination of Count Ilya
Rostov.


And included within this one thing was the fact that
although he and Lady Agnes had each made several attempts upon the life of The
Leviathan’s master and commander, the count was still unscathed.


Whilst only a day had passed for the boy known as
Lazlo Woodbine, a week or more had passed aboard The Leviathan. A week
that had found the two titled assassins giving their all with competitive zeal,
to no result whatsoever.


The count it seemed had a charmed life. Or the
number a cat has, or more. He had slipped most opportunely upon a banana skin,
and avoided the falling piano. He had stooped to dust at his diamond-snowed
boots, when the improvised bladed-pendulum swung down to slice off his head. He
had sneezed away the cyanide snuff and chosen to change the route of his daily
stroll around the ship thereby failing to be swallowed up into the
artificially-created black hole and negatively-charged positronic space-warp
that lay in wait for him on level thirty-eight.


And Sir Jonathan Crawford had put a lot of
work into that one.


So his lordship sat and munched his waffle. And as
he munched and thought about things, three familiar voices reached his ears.
The voices of the three owls. Al Jolson, Al Capone and Aleister Crowley.


Crowley’s fussy nasal voice was the one that reached
him first.


‘It is all in the numerology,’ said the self-styled
Great Beast of the Revelation. ‘We are lit by the golden dawn of the Aquarian
age.’


‘I an’ I ‘ad an aquarium at me ‘ome,’ said Al
Jolson. ‘‘Ad a goldfish named Hari. Named after Haile Selassie, de Lion of
Juddah.’


‘Gimme a break,’ said Al Capone.


‘You dissin’ me faith, boy?’ asked Mr Jolson. ‘Is it
because I an’ I is black?’


‘It’s because you an’ you is dumb,’ said Capone.


‘Beware, Babylon,’ said Mr Jolson, who today wore
one black glove. ‘Or you be weepin’ and a wailin’.’


‘Best not,’ Crowley raised a calming hand to the man
with the boot-blacked face. ‘As you may well be aware, Al Capone’s guns don’t
argue.’


‘And why are we talking of aquariums, anyhow?’ asked
Al Capone, lighting up a cigar of outlandish proportions. ‘We came on this ship
because Crowley here said, and I quote, “there’ll be tons of posh crumpet
aboard just gagging for it”, unquote.’


‘I don’t recall putting it quite like that.’


‘You were very drunk,’ said Capone.


Aleister Crowley polished his shaven head with a
white serviette. ‘I was speaking of the Aquarian age,’ said he. ‘We are
at a time of change as we move from the Kali Yuga, the fourth age of the
world and one characterised by total decadence, into the Satya Yuga, an
age of enlightenment and spirituality. A golden age when Mankind will once
again be governed by the Gods.’


‘Will that affect the posh crumpet situation?’ asked
Mr Capone.


‘Not adversely,’ said Crowley.


‘And then Jah punish de white folks for all their
transgressions,’ said Al Jolson. ‘And I an’ I be changin’ me name to Al Jah-son,
when de day come.’


‘Something for us all to look forward to there,’
said Crowley.


‘Will it bring an end to prohibition?’ asked Capone.


Crowley shook his polished head and said that he
didn’t think so.


‘Thank Heaven for that then,’ said Al Capone.
‘That could have cost my bootlegging business dearly. And when will this
great day dawn?’


‘Very soon indeed,’ said Aleister Crowley. ‘Which is
why I am aboard The Leviathan. Count Rostov does himself the
honour of employing me as his spiritual advisor.’


‘Poor misguided schmuck,’ said Capone.


‘You jest, sir,’ said the Great Beast.


‘I don’t,’ said the great bootlegger.


‘The Satya Yuga will manifest this very year
upon the evening of the Summer solstice.’


‘What date is that?’ asked Capone. ‘I’ll put it in
my diary.’


‘This year the Summer solstice falls upon the
twentieth of June.’


‘Oooooh,’ went the man whose guns didn’t argue. ‘On
the very day that we will be celebrating Queen Vicky’s ninetieth year on
the throne. The date of her Double Sapphire Jubilee.’


‘It is all in the numerology,’ intoned Crowley. ‘And
it will come to pass.’


‘Yeah, right,’ said Al Capone.


The man with the polished shaven head made certain
enigmatic and magical finger movements beneath the table.


Al Capone now found himself smoking a dog turd.


 


There were no dogs allowed aboard The Leviathan.
Count Rostov didn’t like dogs. He only really liked animals you could eat. True
you could eat dogs, but they don’t taste very nice. Things that eat meat
never taste very nice to humans. It’s mostly vegetarian animals that please
Man’s palate the most.


Count Rostov was once more in the great house of
glass that rode atop The Leviathan. Birds called out and monkeys
chattered. The count had his bearskin hat off and the sleeves of his robe
rolled up.


He stood all alone this time, for the Poppette had
business elsewhere and Gurt now occupied two separate beds in the ship’s
hospital, having come a serious cropper during the latest attempt upon the
count’s life. An attempt of such a brutal nature that history would forever
know it as ‘the failed assassination attempt that dare not speak its name’.


But the count was not entirely alone, for there, in
that garden-like Eden, he stood beside the vegetable lamb.


‘Dear little fellow,’ said Count Rostov, patting its
dear little head.


The lamb went ‘Baaa’ as lambs will do. Count Rostov
gave it a stroke.


‘Soon now,’ he whispered. ‘My plump lamb. For soon
now the Great Queen comes to visit. Victoria, Empress of India, the Moon and
Mars, will arrive aboard my ship. She will enter my domain. And I
will entertain her. I, the greatest showman of them all. She will hear the
magical music, enjoy the finest theatrical performances. Dance to the greatest
musicians of the day and dine upon the most exquisite cuisine that ever was
served.


‘And that of course is where you come in. On a
platter is how you come in.’ The count laughed and did a quick ‘Mwah-ha-ha-ha’.
‘For when everything is set for my plan to reach fruition, your moment will
truly arrive.


‘Oh sacrificial lamb.


‘To be served on a bed of parsley.’
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As all that happens during this chapter is that The
Pilgrim flies on towards The Leviathan and the temporal differences
between the two craft resolve themselves, there seems very little point in
putting it in.


So we won’t.


 


Instead we will move to the morning of nineteenth of
June, nineteen twenty-seven. One day before the Jubilee celebrations.


It is six thirty in the morning, London time, and
there comes a gentle knock upon Count Rostov’s bedroom door.


Read on.
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Count Rostov yawned and opened his eyes and then
shouted ‘Where are my guards?’


The bedroom door came open a crack and the face of
Atters peeped in.


‘And who the deuce are you?’ asked the count,
pulling his bedclothes up and about himself.


‘Atters,’ said Atters. ‘Or Michael Piddington
Poodle-town Tinkerbell Attree, or some such nonsense.’


‘And what are you doing in my boudoir?’


‘I’m your new minion,’ said Atters.’ Both sections
of the old one croaked in their hospital beds last night.’


‘Alas poor Gurt,’ said Rostov. ‘Oh the merry times
we had together.’


‘He did say something similar,’ said Atters. ‘Just
before he signed his new last will and testament, then quietly passed away.’


‘Name you by any chance in this new will?’ Count
Rostov asked.


‘As chance would have it, yes,’ said Atters,
preening his moustaches. ‘Then I came to see you and we drank some vodka
together and –’


‘Yes, I vaguely recall,’ Count Rostov felt at his
head. It ached.


‘And I said I’d gladly take over as minion. Be an
honour and a pleasure and all that kind of guff.’


‘And you dismissed my guards?’ said the count.


‘Gave them the day off. You’ll not need them now
with me on the job.’


Count Ilya Rostov made small groaning sounds. ‘I’d
care for an aspirin,’ he said.


‘Have one here,’ Atters produced a large red pill
and a glass of smoking water.


‘Ah,’ said Count Rostov, ‘things are coming back to
me now. Atters Attree. I knew your cousin Berty Pedalo Pussycat Mao Mao Atters
back in my days at Eton. Wonder what he’s doing nowadays. Fancied a life in the
navy, I recall. Probably rogering his way about the fleet at Plymouth.’


‘He did for a while,’ said Atters. ‘But he is sadly
departed. Dreadful business really. Tragic.’


‘Really?’ said Count Rostov, accepting the pill and
sniffing at the water.


‘I’d invented a pair of self-adjusting britches,
adjusted themselves to your contours. Clockwork mechanism, some teething
problems, ghastly business.’


Count Rostov sniffed at the bright red pill. ‘Is
this really an aspirin?’ he asked.


‘Near enough,’ said Atters. ‘So Berty tested the
britches, but they over-tightened somewhat and he got sort of shot into the
air, as a cork might do from a bottle of champers. Long swift fall to the
cobblestones. Messy business really.’


‘I think I’ll pass on this aspirin,’ said the count.
‘It seems to be burning its way through the palm of my hand.’


‘Probably some American brand,’ said Atters.


Count Rostov stepped from his bed. He wore rather
foolish pyjamas, baby blue with sailing boats and anchors. He noted well the
arch of Atter’s eyebrows.


‘Present from the mater,’ he said. ‘But let’s get
down to business,’ and he slotted his feet into equally foolish slippers. ‘Any news
from The Pilgrim? She is scheduled to dock at ten this morning.’


‘I got the pilot on the old space-phone an hour
ago,’ said Atters. He awaited words to praise his early actions. But none came.
‘Lot of crackling on the line. Rather garbled message.’


‘But Our Lady of Space is on board?’


‘Possibly,’ Atters made the ‘so-so’ gesture with his
hands. ‘He might have been saying “lady”. It sounded rather like “need the
lavvy” to me.’


Count Rostov gave his head a shake and placed his
smoking water onto one of three delightful occasional tables.


Count Rostov’s bed chamber was naturally palatial.
The largest such bed chamber on the vessel. His bed was an eight-poster of the
Dalberty Dalbatto persuasion. Crafted originally for Louis the Sun King, it had
been purchased by the count from the Palace of Versailles, along with nearly
all the rest of the furniture. There had been some howls of protest from the
prime minister of France. But Winston Churchill had put in a word for the count,
saying that should these howling protestations not cease, then Her Majesty’s
Space Fleet would have no option but to bomb Paris flat and be done with it.


The walls of the count’s palatial bed chamber were
enriched by several delightful frescos which had until recently graced the
walls of the Sun King’s summer residence. These had been a hasty gift to the count
from the French prime minister.


The carpet came from Axminster and the doorknob from
Dockerills in Brighton.


‘Get a decent welcoming party together,’ the count said
to Atters. ‘A couple of hundred or so, to cheer Professor Mandlebrot when he
escorts Our Lady of Space down the ramp of The Pilgrim. And get that
Cecil Beaton chap to bring his box Brownie and capture the occasion for
posterity.’


‘Would you like John “Boy” Betjeman to read out one
of his poems?’


‘Not so sure of that,’ said the count. ‘What
was that twaddle he read to us last night all about?’


‘It’s part of an ongoing project. For the Poppette
to sing at the grand ball.’


‘Ah yes indeed,’ said Count Rostov.


‘Hammurabi,’ said Atters.


‘No need to be rude,’ said the count.


‘No, the part of the poem, it went –’


 


‘Hamm-u-rabi


He had a horse, but never won the
Derby.


He liked his sushi, but without
wasabi.


Hamm-u-rabi.’


 


‘What utter rot,’ said Count Rostov. ‘I despair for
this avant garde poetry. Give me Little Tich singing a song about his
over-sized footwear, or some music hall floozy banging out a lot of double
entendres while kicking her legs in the air, any old day of the week.’


‘We have so much in common,’ said Atters. ‘I feel we
will both enjoy our working partnership.’


‘I do so agree,’ Count Rostov put on his bearskin
hat. ‘Now kindly fetch me my riding crop, so I can give you a thorough
thrashing for being late with my breakfast.’


‘Oooh, jolly good show,’ said Atters, ‘britches on,
or britches off, do you think?’


 


Lady Agnes Rutherford had her riding britches on. As
a lady should whilst riding on a pony. She rode this day upon a dappled mare
that went by the name of Mr Frisky Whiskers.


At her side rode Sir Jonathan Crawford, astride a
large black stallion which rejoiced in the moniker of Balberith.


They trotted, sometimes cantered, sometimes jauntily
frisked (Lady Agnes’ mount was particularly good at this) along and
about the full-size replica of Rotten Row that had been created atop The
Leviathan, before the great glass house, but under similar cover beneath
the stars.


‘Stirs queer thoughts,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford, ‘to
ride here, seemingly in Hyde Park, yet beneath the soaring canopy of space.’


‘You are quite the poet, sir,’ the Lady Agnes said.


‘I have dabbled in the muse,’ the lord admitted. ‘But
I am more a man of action than of words.’


‘But there are two sides to your personality,’ said
Lady Agnes Rutherford.


‘That I am half Venusian too,’ his lordship nodded
his head. Within his cranium Berty the beetroot stirred.


‘What are we doing now?’ he asked his host.


‘Taking the air with a beautiful woman,’ whispered
Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘Next stop the bedchamber then,’ said Berty. ‘I’m
going back to sleep.’


‘Lady Agnes,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘Do you
have knowledge of, and conversation with, your holy guardian angel?’


‘Wilhemena Walnut,’ said her ladyship. ‘We tend to
differ on certain moral issues.’


‘And do you have an interest in astrology?’


‘I am a woman,’ said Lady Agnes. ‘So when not cooing
over kittens and baking bread, I naturally study my horoscope in the daily
papers with a gullible naivety that gentlemen find most appealing.’


‘You mock me madam,’ his lordship said. ‘It was a
serious question.’


‘Then the answer is no,’ said her ladyship.
‘I consider myself a modern woman. I have no time for superstitious
nonsense.’


‘There may be a little more to it than that,’
Sir Jonathan gave his mount a pat, at the place where its face met its neck, or
thereabouts. ‘I overheard a conversation yesterday. Between the three owls.’


Her ladyship laughed. ‘Was Jolson telling tales of
his days as a cotton-picking slave?’


‘He is presently affiliated to the cult of Jah
Rastafari.’


‘Priceless,’ said her ladyship.


‘The magician Crowley was holding forth.’


‘A rascal and a scoundrel,’ said her ladyship.


‘And also Count Rostov’s spiritual advisor. He spoke
of the Satya Yuga and the dawning of the Age of Aquarius. I took myself
to the ship’s library. It is reckoned to contain the largest collection of
occult literature in existence. My studies yielded curious information.’


‘I am intrigued,’ said her ladyship.


‘It appears,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘That some great
cosmic event is destined to occur during this coming Summer solstice.’


‘Which is tomorrow,’ Lady Agnes said.


‘A certain planetary alignment will occur. All
manner of mystical how’s-your-fathers seem destined to coincide. Something, how
should I put this, apocalyptic.’


‘And all on the day of the Queen’s Double Sapphire Jubilee?’


‘The date of which is apparently of great import to
those with a head for the magical arts and the love of a meaningful number.’


‘Which ties up with this business of Rostov supposedly
being schooled in sorcery by a rogue Venusian magician.’


‘There is no doubt that Venusians are skilled in the
magical arts.’


‘Do you possess any such skills?’ asked Lady Agnes.


‘Other than those of a tantric nature, no.’


‘But clearly you believe that all the mystical mumbo
jumbo is of some significance.’


‘The point might well be, does Rostov believe it? My
conclusion would be yes and that whatever the big something is
that he might well be planning, that big something will occur on the
Summer solstice with Queen Victoria and leaders of many nations, Earth and
otherwise, aboard.’


‘Then we must renew our efforts to destroy Count
Rostov.’


‘I consider that a waste of time,’ Sir Jonathan
said.


Lady Agnes gave Mr Frisky Whiskers a pat on the
place where its flank met its fetlock. ‘That is a curious thing to say,’ she
said.


‘How many attempts have you now made?’ Sir Jonathan
asked.


Lady Agnes counted on her fingers and said, ‘Six.’


‘One more than I,’ his lordship said. ‘But all to
equal failure.’


‘Then are you under the belief that Count Rostov has
tasted of the Elixir of Life? Or that magical spells protect him?’


‘If it looks like a kipper, and smells like a
kipper,’ Sir Jonathan said. ‘It probably is a kipper. Or in this case a
haddock, magically disguised as a kipper. Or indeed a halibut.’


‘And if you are right, the solution would be?’


‘It takes a thief to catch a thief,’ Sir Jonathan
winked as he spoke. ‘We must employ the services of a magician. One of proven
skills and evil reputation. One who would not be above murder if monetary
remuneration favoured such action.’


‘You speak of course of Mr Aleister Crowley.’


‘Heavens no!’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘I
speak of Mr Jolson.’
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‘Aph-ro-di-te


She rather upset those in high
society


By dancing round the place
without her nightie.


Aph-ro-di-te.’


 


John ‘Boy’ Betjeman rose from the breakfasting
table, took a bit of a bow and then sat down again.


Lord Binky Hartington took to shaking his head.


Carrington Hanky-Panky-Poo took sugar with his Corn
Flakes.


The honourable Crichton took a leaf out of his
mother’s book and had Bran Flakes, because of the roughage.


The poet arose once more, took another bow and then
sat down again.


Lord Binky Hartington said, ‘Someone pass the gold
top.’


‘Come on chaps,’ the poet cried. ‘I call that Aphrodite.’


‘It’s rubbish,’ said Binky.


‘Pants,’ said he of the Sussex Panky-Poos.


‘Not one of your best,’ said the honourable Crichton.
‘And where is Atters, this morning?’


‘He’s taken the job of minion in residence for Count
Rostov,’ said Binky. ‘Which doesn’t bode well for the count.’


‘He’ll be fine as long as he doesn’t change his will
in Atters’ favour,’ said the poet, gracefully accepting artistic defeat.


‘The count did that last night,’ said Binky. ‘Whilst
drunk on vodka. Atters was paying.’


‘Chap’s a bit of a bounder,’ said John ‘Boy’
Betjemen. ‘Not a gent, like the rest of us here, don’t you agree?’


‘A veritable swodger,’ said the honourable Crichton.


‘Less of a swodger than a treacle-tower,’ said
Binky.


Which drew forth certain laughter round the table.


The table was in the White Star Breakfast Buffet and
Grill. Once more adorned by be-blazered and breakfasting toffs. Toffs who had
risen early for a change. And for a purpose.


‘Looking forward to meeting this Lady of Space,’
said Binky Hartington. ‘Get the impression she’s some dizzy flapper from Alpha
Centauri, or some such.’


‘I heard a goddess, like Aphrodite,’ said the honourable
Crichton. ‘So hopefully no nightie and no knickers.’


‘I read,’ said John ‘Boy’ Betjeman, ‘that she is an
aspect of the Blessed Virgin Mary. So perhaps best drop the talk of knickers.’


‘Well, she’s due at ten,’ said Binky. ‘So best bib
and tucker. I shall be wearing my tweeds.’


‘Plus fours or straight trews?’ asked the
honourable.


‘Plus fours I think. I have a rather dapper pair of
shooting socks that I took the precaution of having had blessed by the Pope.’


‘Is the Pope here yet?’ asked Carrington.


Binky Hartington shook his head. ‘You’d have heard
him if he’d arrived,’ he said. ‘You know the ruckus he makes when he’s out of
the Vatican.’


‘He is a little loud,’ said the Panky-Poo. ‘But
terribly amusing when he does that foolish dance.’


Laughter signalled general agreement.


‘The Dalai Lama’s coming too,’ said Binky. ‘So
sparks will fly if those two meet in the bar.’


‘Who else is expected?’ asked the honourable Crichton.
‘I hear there’s quite a list of celebrity guests.’


‘A lot of Yankees,’ said Binky Hartington.
‘Millionaires like Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie and Ford. And stars of the
silver screen, Jane Harlow, Greta Garbo, Rudolph Valentino, Fatty Arbuckle,
Douglas Fairbanks, Charlie Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy too.’


‘Splendid stuff,’ said Panky-Poo. ‘And all taking
flight today, I suppose, from the Royal London Spaceport.’


‘Ah,’ said Binky. ‘We don’t call it that anymore.’


‘We don’t?’ asked the honourable Crichton. ‘And why
not?’


‘Because the spaceport at Sydenham is changing its
name today as part of the celebrations. From now on it will be known as Her
Majesty Victoria’s Astrodome.’


‘Hardly rolls off the tongue, does it?’ said Boy
Betjeman. ‘I could have come up with something much more poetic, I have some
verses that I wrote about the Martian space drive system. Let me see if I can
remember how they go. Ah yes –’


 


There was a great deal of bunting at Her Majesty
Victoria’s Astrodome. As indeed there was throughout the capital city of the glorious
British Empire.


Ah London.


That great metropolis.


The Metropolis, featured in Fritz Lang’s
movie Metropolis. A movie that would receive its Royal Premier this very
evening aboard The Leviathan.


London had never looked more imposing or more regal.
The vast sky towers with their swirling motorways and skudding airships.
Everywhere, it seemed, fluttered the red, white and blue of the Union Flag.
Pasted onto walls and windows, picked in lights above Trafalgar Square. Badges
on bonnets of babies. Shirt-fronts and bow ties, bowlers and boaters. Frocks
and feminine fripperies.


Grenadiers on Horse Guards Parade bedecked with pennants.
Marching bands and children’s choirs and folk of the British Empire. Burly men
of Russian stock, fancy boys from Finland, ladies of Lhasa and girls of the
Ganges Delta. And here a Venusian, tall and pale amidst the cheering crowds and
here too the Jovians, somewhat already taken with drink, heartily giving all to
the celebrations.


The weather was fine, the sky above blue and in her
bedroom at Buckingham Palace the Queen was reading the papers.


‘One finds one’s self once more in the headlines,’
said the monarch. ‘Which frankly makes quite a change for one.’


‘How so, one’s loved-one of one?’ asked Albert,
still alert and frolicsome, considering his age.


‘Because,’ said Her Majesty, tapping at a headline
with the dinkiest of digits. ‘The press have seemed for months to have had
nothing more to write about but the singular exploits of this Lady Raygun
character.’


‘Ah,’ Albert nodded. ‘I had quite forgotten about
her.’ He hadn’t. For how could he? The glamorous Lady Raygun had most of the
capital’s gentlemen in a frenzy of conjecture. She had appeared, as from
nowhere, nearly five months earlier at the New Year celebrations.


At a society ball in Clarence House, a fancy dress
ball where at first her striking attire had been assumed to be the costume of
some mythical Amazon huntress. The armoured brass corset, the short leather
sectioned skirt. The high-heeled boots and wristbands. The gas mask added a
curious touch, but the toffs found it appealing. The holstered ray gun too, had
a certain something.


It was upon the stroke of midnight that she fell
upon Lord George Farringdon-Carstairs. Drawing her weapon and atomising his
kneecaps. As a horrified titled crowd looked on, she then ritually disembowelled
him there on the carpet.


She had torn a key from his waistcoat, prior to the
actual disembowelment and flung it to young Prince Edward who was looking on,
taking pictures with his new box Brownie.


Her voice, though muffled by her mask was heard to
say –


‘Now go and search his cellar.’


The imprisoned women they found there had a tale of
horror to tell. Lord George Farringdon-Carstairs had been a monster.


And that was just the first of it.


She had cut a bloody swathe through high society’s
corrupt elite. Those who formally considered themselves above and beyond the
law.


Albert had taken pleasure in her gory antics.


Her Majesty was most put out, however.


‘That bloody woman,’ as she called Lady Raygun, ‘is wiping
out most of my family.’


‘She’s been quiet of late,’ said Albert, strapping
on his mechanical leg and pushing his artificial eye into its brass-bound
socket. ‘Perhaps she’s gone on her holidays. Hopefully to France.’


‘That Digby Barton of Scotland Yard promised one
that he would have that bloody woman at the end of a rope before one’s Jubilee.’


‘I understand that Barton is aboard The Leviathan,’
said Albert, gluing on his prosthetic nose with the special gum provided. ‘I’ll
have a word with him this evening, as soon as we are aboard.’


‘One is certainly looking forward to the
celebrations,’ said her Majesty. ‘Count Ilya Rostov is the greatest showman
alive. If he cannot host a celebration beano, one cannot imagine who could.’


‘One is right about that for certain,’ said Albert.
‘Now does anyone know where I put my willy? I need to do a wee wee.’


 


‘I will wee wee myself,’ I said to Barry. ‘I can’t
hold it in much longer.’


‘We’re nearly there, chief, we’re nearly there. Look
in the distance, you can see the Earth.’


 


Sophia Poppette gazed down upon the planet Earth. A
planet upon which she had never set foot. A blue world of mostly mystery to
her, although she knew it from many many books.


The Poppette sat alone on the floor of the ballroom.
A ballroom considered by many to be one of the greatest triumphs of modern
engineering. A ballroom with a floor of crystal glass, five hundred feet in diameter.
Upon which Queen Victoria would dance on the following night.


A night when the Poppette would sing for the royal
lady, to the accompaniment of Louis Armstrong’s Orchestra.


Sophia Poppette held sheets of paper. Typed upon by
the Remington of John ‘Boy’ Betjeman. The Poppette glanced at a random verse
and read from it aloud:


 


‘Queen Victoria


Her husband Albert knobbed my great
aunt Gloria.


She said his piercing filled her
with Euphoria.


Queen Victoria.’


 


‘And I’m not singing that,’ said Sophia
Poppette.


 


Count Rostov was singing a song of his own. It was
called ‘The Kiss of the Whip on a Perfumed Bottom’. Atters tried to sing along
with the chorus. The count kept time by beating Atters with his whip.


‘You are very privileged,’ said the count, when he’d
finished his song. ‘As my minion, you are singled out for beatings. Unlike the
rest of my employees. You see I generally only hire little boys. Because they
rarely, if ever, let me down.’


‘I had heard that,’ said Atters, gingerly rubbing
his unperfumed bottom. ‘The boys of the Rostov Youth Movement.’


‘My little chumrades. Grooming them for greatness,’
said the count. ‘Well one in particular. One aboard The Pilgrim.’


‘Special boy is it?’ said Atters.


‘None more special! You will be very surprised.’


‘Not much surprises me,’ said Atters. ‘Seen the look
of surprise on quite a few faces though. My aunt Lilly. Famous example. How my
poisonous snake escaped from its cage I’ll never know. Ghastly business,
really, ghastly business.’


‘You will be surprised,’ said Count Ilya
Rostov. ‘You and all the race of Man, will know surprise and awe.’


‘Sounds like cracking fun,’ said Atters. ‘Do tell.’


The count, now bathed and hatted, shook his hatted
head.


‘All in time and very soon,’ he said. ‘Now hasten to
the grand landing deck and make sure that all is prepared to welcome Our Lady
of Space.’


‘You definitely think she’s coming then?’ said
Atters.


‘Many will know my wrath if She is not.’


‘And me among the first I trust,’ said Atters.
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I do have to say that The Leviathan really
was a beautiful sight. Beyond hung the great blue disc of planet Earth, where I
viewed the Americas and the Atlantic Ocean. And above in the star-strewn
blackness of space, that vast and stately vessel. I could see the Crystal
Palace glass house high atop it, glittering like clustered diamonds in the rays
of sunlight. Or, rather, as I now know, in the rays of holy radiance that flung
themselves toward Mankind through the mighty lens of Heaven.


I could see too the many glazed plazas where the
rich folk came and went. The panoramic windows of the countless restaurants,
the docking bays where smaller space craft nested. And what must surely be one
million portholes. It was a sight to inspire much awe, a sight of abounding
wonder.


And if it had not been for the fact that I was right
on the verge of peeing my trousers, I am sure I would have appreciated it.


‘It is the balance of equipoise, you see, chief,’
said Barry. ‘Or Newtonian physics, each force having an equal and opposing
force, and all that kind of caper. Beauty balanced by ugliness, pleasure by pain
and things of that nature, generally.’


As I was hardly able to speak, I sullenly ground my
teeth.


‘Hey hey, chief,’ said my verdant tormentor. ‘Little
light flashing there on the dashboard. Another message coming in from The
Leviathan.’


‘Grrmmmph mmmph,’ was my answer to this. Which
Barry, who was possessed by the power to read my mind, correctly interpreted
as, ‘I don’t give a ****.’


‘You should though, chief,’ he said. ‘Because if you
press the little button below the light, the automatic pilot will kick in and
the ship will fly itself down to the grand landing deck, and, well, land.’


‘Automatic pilot?’ I managed to say.


‘Perhaps I should have mentioned that earlier,’ said
Barry.


‘You bloody *****,’ I pressed the button and rushed
off to the toilet.


 


Swells were gathering on the grand landing deck.
Toffs of every colour and hue, of this planet, that and the next. Tall elegant
Venusian princelings haughtily consorted with their own, whilst burghers of
Jupiter quaffed ale and broke wind amidst great gales of laughter. Many titled
Englanders wafted, waffled and waved at their fellows. Small boys in smart
uniforms came and went with trays of champagne, canapés and sausages on sticks.
Lady Agnes Rutherford conversed with two of the owls. Sir Jonathan Crawford did
chattings with the other.


‘Quite an occasion, this,’ he said, to the man with
the boot-blacked face.


‘It is well-smart, innit,’ replied Al Jolson.


‘So much beauty, so much wonder,’ his lordship did
gesturings round and about. ‘We live in interesting times.’


‘I an’ I agree,’ said Mr Jolson.


‘I do wish though,’ said Sir Jonathan, ‘that I could
appreciate it all for what it is, rather than what it represents.’


‘Eh?’ said he of the boot-blacked face, the white
gloves and the rather snazzy blazer.


Sir Jonathan did confidential lowerings of the
voice. ‘All built upon the backs of others,’ he said. ‘Upon their misery.’ He
tapped at his nose. ‘I am sure that you know what I mean,’ he said, and he gave
it another tap.


‘Eh?’ went Mr Jolson, and he shrugged.


‘The slave trade,’ whispered Sir Jonathan. ‘Count
Rostov’s people have dealt in human cargo for generation after generation. This
is how they built their empire and all that you see around you.’


‘Ain’t he Russian?’ asked Al Jolson. ‘I an’ I always
thought he was a cat that really was gone, if you know what I an’ I sayin’.’


‘Not as such,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘But I am
reliably informed that even now, black slaves stoke the boilers of this very
space ship.’


‘Stoke de boilers?’ Al Jolson waggled his
gloved hands about. 


‘Or whatever the electrical equivalent might be.’
Sir Jonathan slotted a cigarette into an ivory holder. ‘He has numerous slaves
on his Siberian plantations. And in the Mongolian Vodka Mines, of course.’ He
raised a knowing eyebrow to Al Jolson.


‘Of course,’ this fellow agreed.


‘And society turns a blind eye to it all,’ said his
lordship. ‘It is a crying shame that there is no man with the nerve and the
resolve to strike down this monster.’


Al Jolson shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.


Sir Jonathan sighed. ‘I can just imagine the hatred
you must feel for someone who would treat your noble race as nothing more than
chattels.’


‘Ah!’ said Al Jolson.


‘At last!’ said Sir Jonathan, but only to himself.


‘My people?’ said Mr Jolson. ‘He has my
people enslaved?’


‘Your proud and noble people, yes.’


‘Bloodclot!’ said Al Jolson. ‘Babylon bloodclot!’


‘Oh the humanity,’ said his lordship.


‘You ain’t joshing me, white boy?’


‘Heaven forefend,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘That
scoundrel should be brought to justice for his race crimes. But it won’t
happen, too many friends in high places, white friends.’


‘All right,’ said Al Jolson, in an old Etonian tone.
‘You’ve made your point, Jonathan. I get the picture. Chap’s clearly an
absolute rotter. Deserves a good punch upon the nose.’


‘Deserves more than that,’ Sir Jonathan Crawford now
whispered even more outrageous lies into the ear of Al Jolson. Concluding with
the words. ‘Death is too good for him, although it will do for now.’


‘I will go and fetch my fowling piece,’ said Al
Jolson. ‘I brought a matched pair of Purdeys with me to have a go on the clay
pigeon range.’


‘Guns won’t do it,’ Sir Jonathan said. ‘He is
protected by magic.


‘I am schooled in Obeah and Voodoo,’ said Al Jolson.
‘I did a night school course at the Slade. I have a certificate and
everything.’


‘Then good luck, my black brother,’ Sir Jonathan put
his hand out for a shake.


‘I’m not your brother, you mixed-race swine,’
said Jolson.


 


‘You little green swine,’ I said to Barry, when I
returned from the toilet. Not that I couldn’t have said it before, but I
chose when I would say it.


‘Glad we have that cleared up,’ said Barry.
‘But see, we are coming in to land.’


Which we were, so I sat myself down.


‘What I will do,’ I said to the sprout. ‘Is talk
briefly about my life before I came aboard The Leviathan. Relate some
comic anecdotes about my Brentford boyhood, touch upon family matters. A little
pathos here and there never went amiss in an acceptance speech, either.’


Barry made loud sighing sounds.


‘You should be proud,’ I told him. ‘To be in such a
head as mine. History will record me as the boy who entered Heaven, spoke with
God and then piloted a spacecraft back to a showboat orbiting Earth. Do you
think the medal I receive will be silver or gold?’


Barry made further sighing sounds.


But I ignored him and The Pilgrim gently
touched down.


There followed a brief period of technical
jiggery-pokery. We had alighted onto an open deck and now a glass canopy closed
above us. Air pumps engaged, our ship’s port opened, a gangway rose to meet it.


I rose too, with great dignity. For this was
my moment, after all. I dusted down at my uniform.


And then I heard the ruckus.


There was much noise and laughter, much trampling of
feet.


I left the cockpit to confront the silly boys. All
of whom it seemed to me were leaving the spaceship at once.


‘Now just you stop!’ I told them. ‘Stand still and
wait here. And don’t move at all. Your captain is going out first.’


But did they listen?


No they did not.


They got themselves all caught up in the doorway
then tumbled down the ramp.


To great applause.


Great applause!


I made a very fierce face and marched after them.
Then pushed and kicked them hither and thus and made my way down to the waiting
crowd and the count whose name was Rostov.


He had a rather puzzled expression on his face and
kept looking past me, even though I grinned heartily at him and gave him the
big thumbs up.


He stood upon that modest rostrum, his back to the
crowd, his face towards me. He gave a shrug and raised his hands then asked me,
‘Where’s the professor?’


I mounted the rostrum and shook his hand, then waved
towards the crowd.


‘Stop all that,’ said Count Rostov. ‘Where is the
professor?’


‘He chose to stay in Heaven,’ I said, ‘on the other
side of the lens.’ And I waved some more towards the crowd and blew them kisses
too. But the crowd now seemed a little bewildered and I viewed much shrugging
of shoulders and murmurings behind hands.


‘If I might just speak,’ I said to the count and indicated
the microphone that rose to the fore of the rostrum.


Count Rostov put his hand over this. ‘What is going
on, little chumrade?’ he asked me. I noted his teeth seemed gritted.


‘I will explain all,’ I said, in ready reply.


‘And where is She?’ The count turned away
from the crowd and peered once more at The Pilgrim.


‘I can explain,’ I said and I took the microphone.


‘No!’ said the count and he turned back and
snatched it away from me.


‘Aw,’ went the crowd, which I found quite
encouraging.


‘This boy has nothing to say,’ said the count
into the microphone.


‘Aw,’ went the crowd, slightly louder this time.


I made a sad little face.


‘He has nothing to say,’ said Count Rostov.


‘I have much to say,’ I said. Loudly.


Count Rostov tried to push me aside.


I ducked and the crowd went, ‘Aw.’


Someone then shouted, ‘Let the lad speak.’


The count glared daggers at me.


‘I really can explain everything,’ I
said.


‘You better had,’ said Count Rostov and taking me firmly
by the shoulders he positioned me in front of the microphone.


‘Dear friends,’ I began. ‘My Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen.
My name is Lazlo Woodbine. A humble lad in Count Rostov’s employ. Such an
honour.’ I smiled upon Count Rostov.


He glared down at me.


‘I must announce to you,’ I continued, ‘that the
expedition generously sponsored by Count Rostov to the great lens of Heaven and
beyond was an outstanding success.’


This drew very much applause.


Count Rostov bowed flamboyantly.


‘I and my crew of twelve entered Heaven and spoke
with God Himself.’


The crowd made doubtful faces at this.


‘I did,’ I said. ‘We did. That
was the purpose of the expedition. The count was right, the sun is not a
star, it is a lens through which shines the radiance of Heaven.’


The crowd now loudly applauded my words. A fickle
bunch that crowd.


‘However,’ I said. ‘I must tell you this, before I
continue and outline the many exciting adventures I had. Our Lady of Space does
not exist.’


The crowd went suddenly ‘WHAT?’


Count Rostov too went suddenly ‘WHAT?’


‘What?’s went all around and about.


‘Our Lady of Space is a MacGuffin,’ I said. ‘Which
is a plot device in the form of some goal, desired object, or other motivator
that the protagonist is willing to do almost anything to pursue, protect, or
control, citation needed.’


‘What?’ went Count Rostov, shaking now, in
what can only be described as a paroxysm of rage.


‘But, let’s talk about me,’ I said. ‘You will know
me as a boy from a humble background, who has achieved greatness not through
family and connections, but rather through diligence and hard work. Funny
story, actually, you see I –’


But I got no further than that.


Because Count Rostov dragged me away from the
microphone, then turned me around and pointed. He pointed towards the open
entry port of The Pilgrim. His pointy finger became a gently waving one
as the count cried out –


‘She comes.’


‘She what?’ asked I.


But the count went on. ‘She comes. Our Lady of
Space.’
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Count Rostov flung himself to his knees and the silly
boys loafing on the ramp did the same.


I stared towards The Pilgrim’s entry port.


But I saw nothing.


‘Praise be unto our Lady of Space,’ the count cried
out, in a voice that I must say lacked not for emotion.


I gaped at the count, I gaped at the entry port,
then I turned and gaped at the crowd of swells.


Folk were falling to their knees. Some were saying,
‘Hallelujah,’ some were crossing themselves. I gaped back at the entry port,
but there was nobody there.


‘What is going on?’ I asked of Barry.


‘It’s Our Lady of Space, chief,’ said the sprout.


‘But there is nobody there,’ I whispered. ‘Nobody
there at all.’


‘If you say so, chief,’ said Barry. ‘But if you
value my opinion just one little bit, I’d advise that you fall to your knees
and start praying.’


‘What?’ went I.


And ‘Praise Our Lady of Space,’ went folk in the
crowd.


‘Now just hold on,’ I said. ‘There’s nobody there.’


But no one seemed inclined to listen. More and more
and more folk sank to their knees.


‘This is lunacy,’ I protested. ‘It’s the Emperor’s
new clothes all over again. In fact –’


But that was the very last I said for a while.
Because Count Rostov gestured to the silly boys and the silly boys rushed at me
and dragged me off. And one of them, and I am quite sure it was the bigger boy,
hit me on the head with a stick or something, because after that things went
quite black for me.


 


‘Black magic,’ said Al Jolson.


‘Naturally,’ replied Sir Jonathan Crawford.


The two were no longer on the grand landing deck.
They had slipped away prior to the falling-to-the-knees part of the proceedings
and were now in Fangio’s Bar a-tasting beer.


‘They are my very favourite chocolates,’ continued
Al Jolson. ‘Black Magic. Although I do like Milk Tray, and of course Choccy-Yum-Yum-Hollow-Bunnies
and Fruit Gums.’


‘Fruit Gums aren’t strictly chocolate though,’ said
Sir Jonathan, lighting the cigarette that he had slotted into his ivory holder
sometime earlier. ‘But I feel we are wandering off-topic here, if you don’t
mind me saying so.’


‘Speak as you find,’ said Al Jolson. Adding ‘Jah
willing,’ just for good measure.


‘History will favour you,’ said his lordship.
‘They’ll probably put up a statue of you on that spare plinth in Trafalgar
Square.’


‘A statue of I an’ I,’ said Al Jolson.


‘A statue of you and you,’ said Sir Jonathan
Crawford.


‘Assuming that this fellow can actually be killed.’


‘It will have to be done by magic. Are you certain
that you are up to the task?’


Al Jolson gave Sir Jonathan a rather withering
glance. ‘You know perfectly well that I can because you have seen me do it
before.’


‘I saw something,’ said his lordship, nodding
his head.


‘You saw me point the bone at that cloakroom Johnny
and shout the blighter dead.’


And of course Sir Jonathan did recall this
curious incident. Which was why he had suggested Mr Jolson to Lady Agnes as the
ideal ‘magician’ to deal with Count Ilya Rostov.


‘He lost my damn hat,’ said Mr Jolson. ‘You can’t go
losing a fellow’s hat when he’s having a night on the town. I had to walk the
length of the Strand without my topper on.’


It had been a shameful business indeed, Sir Jonathan
also recalled.


‘That cove won’t lose a fellow’s hat ever again,’
said the black magician. ‘It took more than a week, I recall, to scrape his
bits off the ceiling.’


‘So I can leave it to you to dispatch the racist
Rostov?’


‘In all truth,’ said Al Jolson. ‘I already had a pop
at him. Put an exploding whoopee cushion in his sedan chair for a bit of
jolly.’


‘A bit of jolly?’ Sir Jonathan asked.


Al Jolson beckoned Sir Jonathan closer. ‘Something
you must know,’ he said.


His lordship shrugged and said, go on.’


And Al Jolson went on. ‘This is going to come as
something of a shock to you,’ he went on, ‘but I am not really a black man.’


Sir Jonathan raised an eyebrow and a sigh.


‘I’m as white as you,’ said Mr Jolson. ‘Well, whiter
actually, as you have a touch of the space brush on your mother’s side.’


Sir Jonathan buried his face in his hands.


‘Don’t take it so hard, old chap. I am here on
undercover business for Mu.’


‘Mu?’ enquired his lordship, lifting his head.


‘The Musicians’ Union,’ said the all-white Mr
Jolson. ‘The count does not pay his performers full union rates. Down on Earth
we would take him to arbitration. Up here, however, no rules apply. So the
Musicians’ Union has condemned Count Rostov to death.’


‘So you were intending to kill him anyway?’


‘Well, originally so. But there seems to be other
assassins aboard all taking a pop at him. So I thought I’d just keep my head
down and when all the bloodshed was over, return to Earth and claim my bounty money
from the MU.’


‘Even though you hadn’t actually done the deed?’


‘Babylon can pay! Ah, excuse me, slipping back into
character there. Did two years at RADA you know. Would you like to hear my
impersonation of a Scotsman?’


‘Thank you, no,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘But
listen, do. Count Rostov cannot be killed by conventional weapons. You will
need to point your bone and shout your shout.’


‘I’ll call off the others then.’


‘Others?’ Sir Jonathan asked.


‘Other assassins. I know of at least six. There’s
one from the Farmers’ Union. Two from Allied Bakeries. One from the Sussex Wine
Growers’ Association and one from that Mayfair company that manufacture those
rubber doodads that certain gentlemen like to –’


‘Quite so,’ said his lordship. ‘Yes indeed, well,
you call those fellows off and get the job jobbed. And if you are successful I
will donate one hundred pounds and I’ll have a whip round with the other
assassins. Because I expect they will all be returning to their respective
associations claiming the kill for themselves.’


‘An absolute shower,’ said Al Jolson. ‘The rotters.’


‘Quite so. Now if I might ask one favour. Would you
be so kind as to delay the actual execution of Rostov until after the
celebrations? The Poppette will be singing a song written by a friend of mine
and I have acquired a seat near to the Queen’s table and I am hoping to lead
the waltz with Lady Agnes Rutherford and –’


‘You leave it to me,’ said the man from the MU. ‘And
when you do the whip-round, make the other assassins dig deep.’


 


‘Dig deep, chief. Dig deep.’


I shook my head as violently as a little boy could
do.


‘I have had quite enough,’ I said to Barry.
‘Everything I have been through. All the punishment I have taken,’ I pointed
towards my two black eyes, which due to poor continuity weren’t actually black
any more. ‘And I pilot a spaceship and what do I get but thrown back in here
once again.’


The here where I resided once again was that little boxed-in
corridor space that I had occupied somewhat earlier in my adventures, when I’d
sought to have a peep around and then got involved in all that business with
the three fire extinguishers.


‘Take me home, Barry,’ I said to the sprout. ‘It’s
all been a big waste of time.’


‘Come off it, chief,’ said the little green
blighter. ‘We’re only one day away from the big conclusion.’


‘And I am locked up in here,’ I said. ‘And Count
Rostov has clearly gone completely stone bonkers. Our Lady of Space indeed,
what absolute tosh.’


‘So you didn’t see her, chief,’ said Barry.


‘I didn’t see her, because she wasn’t there.’


‘You are entitled to your opinion, chief, of
course.’


‘Oh, so you saw her, did you, Barry?’


‘Chief, I am a theophany. I can see all manner of
things that you cannot.’


‘Such as Our Lady of Space.’


‘People in the crowd saw Our Lady,’ said Barry.


‘Oh no they didn’t,’ I said. ‘It’s called mass
hysteria, I have read about such things. And I didn’t get to make my speech.
And as for my medal!’


‘Tragic business, chief, but look on the bright
side.’


‘Look on the bright side?’ I said slowly. ‘Tell me then,
this should be good.’


There was a pause, then Barry said, ‘I wonder what
the count is doing now.’


‘Oh no you don’t,’ was my answer to that. ‘I’m stuck
here, I’m starving and oh no I need the toilet again.’


‘So pretty dull stuff all in all,’ said Barry.
‘While meanwhile back on the grand landing deck –’


 


The grand landing deck was all but deserted. Bunting
dangled and upon the rostrum the microphone lay on its side. The Pilgrim
had been hauled away to a storage dock. A chap who could-have-been-a-contender
was sweeping up and singing a song of his troubled times. A cigarette end
smouldered in an ashtray, a horse with no name galloped out on a distant desert.


Count Rostov was up in the great glass house and so
was Sophia Poppette.


‘She came,’ said Count Rostov, his eyes all aglow.
‘She came from the spaceship. I saw Her, my dearest, I saw Her.’


Sophia Poppette looked up at the count. ‘I did not
feel worthy to attend Her arrival,’ she said.


‘Oh you should have. You should have.’ The count
wrung his hands together.


‘Might I ask,’ said the Poppette, ‘where is Our Lady
now?’


‘She’s…um…she’s,’ the count made a rather despairing
face and raised his shoulders high. ‘She was sort of there and then She
wasn’t.’


‘I see,’ said Sophia Poppette. ‘And what of the special
boy?’


‘The special boy returned safely. They all returned
but for the professor.’


Sophia Poppette smiled a wonderful smile. ‘I do not
think that I am worthy, uncle,’ she said. ‘For I cannot feel the presence of
Our Lady. And surely if She were so near.’


‘All will be well,’ said count Rostov. ‘Everything
is falling into place. Even now the Royal Space Yacht Britannia will be
leaving the Earth, with the Great Queen on board. Tomorrow evening all of my
plans will come together and I will change the world beneath us and all other
worlds too, forever.’


Sophia Poppette nodded her beautiful head. ‘You can
do the laugh now, if you wish,’ she said.


‘I am rather keen to, as it happens,’ said the count.
‘Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha. Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha.’


The count ceased his laughter and said, ‘Where is
Atters?’


‘I’m here,’ said the Minion in Residence.


‘Splendid,’ said Count Rostov and he clouted Atters
in the ear. ‘Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha!’
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Her Majesty was indeed aboard the Royal Space Yacht
Britannia and being Empress of India, Mars and the Moon, she could sit up
in the cockpit next to the pilot if she wished it. Although she rarely did,
preferring her special commode chair in the above-first class section, which
was next to both a porthole and a radiator.


And Albert.


‘One?’ said the ancient prince, a-tapping at Her Madge
with a wooden forefinger. ‘Will there be steins of beer at all on this space
yacht?’


‘One only drinks champagne,’ said the monarch. ‘But
one had the Master of the Royal Barrels bring two crates of your favourite
German lager aboard.’


‘One is an angel,’ said Prince Albert. ‘And I was
wondering –’


‘Wondering what, my prince?’


‘Well, one. I have brought the clockwork doodah, the
big one with the ring in the end and was wondering –’


‘Whether one might wish to join the Ten Mile High
Club?’


‘Precisely, one,’ said Albert.


‘One certainly would,’ said Queen Victoria, calling
for champagne.


 


‘Champagne, my dear?’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford,
waggling the bottle about.


‘Just a sip,’ said Lady Agnes Rutherford.


The lord and the lady, in their finest formals, sat
in the Royal Lounge. He wore the dress uniform of a colonel in the Queen’s Own
Electric Fusiliers. She a frock of purple stuff, with glass-heeled shoes and
diamond snowdrops gathered in her hair.


There were many others gathered in the Royal Lounge,
a room of surpassing grandeur, its floor smothered by richly-coloured Jovian
rugs, its walls brought to a state of heightened beauty by numerous painted
portraits of the monarch. Chairs and tables most moderne, in chrome and copper,
tinted glass and ebonised plastique.


‘Have you previously had the honour of meeting the
Queen, Sir Jonathan?’ asked her ladyship.


Sir Jonathan diddled with a cigarette. ‘Only once
when I was young,’ said he. ‘The pater had done something frightfully brave and
we all went along to Buck House to watch him receive his gong.’


‘And did the royal lady speak to you?’


‘She patted my head,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘I
recall that she smelled rather odd. Never did find out of what though.’ He glanced
at his Cartier wristlet watch. ‘She will be here in an hour,’ said he. ‘I am
glad that we are both in the official welcoming party.’


‘Speaking of welcomings,’ said Lady Agnes. ‘You
slipped away from that of Our Lady of Space.’


‘In a good cause,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘Did
her Ladyship of the Stars arrive safely from Heaven, or wherever?’


Lady Agnes sipped champagne. ‘That is a very
interesting question,’ she said. 


‘And I will hazard a guess that the answer is no.’


‘I did not actually see her myself,’ Lady Agnes put
forth her glass for refilling. ‘Though I have been assured that many did.’


His lordship refreshed her ladyship’s glass. ‘I had
a most enlightening chat with Mr Al Jolson,’ said he. ‘It would appear that the
fellow is a hired assassin sent by the Musicians’ Union to put an end to
Rostov. And not only that, he told me that there are at least six other such
privately-funded killers also on board.’


‘Does that include the Suffragettes?’ Lady Agnes
asked.


‘Heavens no,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘What of
the Suffragettes?’


‘Mrs Pankhurst has taken it into her head that Count
Rostov is the very embodiment of male chauvinism. It is my understanding that
she has employed the services of the self-styled Angel of Death, Lady Raygun,
to cut Rostov down in a suitably gory fashion.’


‘Do you think that there is anyone aboard this ship
that is not an assassin?’ asked Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘There is that poet, Betjeman,’ Lady Agnes said.


 


‘Michel-angelo


The Sistine Chapel and “Still
Life with Mango-go”.


Scaramouche, Scaramouche, will
you do the fandango?


Michel-angelo.’


 


A shot rang out in the Royal Lounge, the poet fell
dead on the floor.


The honourable Crichton holstered his pistol.


‘Rather harsh,’ said Binky Hartington.


‘Beg to differ on that one,’ said Carrington
Hanky-Panky-Poo. ‘The secret is knowing when to stop. And as a running gag,
Betjeman’s poetry had surely run itself into a cul-de-sac. Bottoms up.’ And he
raised his glass.


‘Bottoms up,’ chorused the other toffs.


A liveried body-boy called, ‘Mind your backs,
please,’ and loaded the poet onto the trolley provided.


 


And ‘Mind your backs, please,’ cried porters and postilions,
flunkeys and factotums, as they hauled and pushed and pulled and struggled in
the growing chaos of the spaceport.


For here were the folk of all nations and if John Betjeman
had still been extant, he might well have penned a ditty such as this:


 


Here are the folk of all nations.


The good and the great and the
grand


Fine fellows of fine federations


The dauphin of delicate hand


 


The princes and pashas and
paladins


Shoguns and sultans and sires


Moguls, mikados and mandarins


Hobbits from out in the Shires


 


Here are autocrats, plutocrats


Most in their Sunday hats


Some with their handbags


And some with their cricket bats


 


Bath-chairs and bassinets


Pussies and pampered pets


Sausages, suffragettes


Spaniards with castanets


 


Amulets, epaulets


Magnates and martinets


Baronets, coronets


Gauntlets and corselets


 


Sumptuous and plumpous


Opulent, flatulent


So on and so forth and suchlike


 


Which meant, at least, that Boy Betjeman was with
them in spirit. And there were hundreds of them, all with first class tickets
and demanding first class treatment and they milled and fussed and grumped and
grumbled and one by one and two by two were shuttled into waiting craft and freighted
into space.


 


Ah space.


Where even now Prince Albert was deeply dipping his
finger biscuit into the royal tea cup.


 


‘The British Empire was built upon tea,’ said Barry,
the sprout in my head.


‘And what has that to do with anything?’ I
asked.


‘No idea, chief,’ Barry started humming.


‘I shall die,’ I told him, ‘of starvation and a
bursted bladder, and it will all be your fault.’


Barry began to count backwards from thirty-seven.


‘And God, whom I know personally, will not laugh
this time. He’ll dig you into his golden compost heap.’


‘I spy with my little eye,’ said Barry.


‘You are a useless stupid sprout,’ I said.


‘I’m just bored,’ said Barry. ‘Locked up here with
you, it’s really boring.’


‘Then get us out.’ I drummed my fists on the nearest
wall.


‘Wish I could, chief, but you know how it is.’


‘Do you know what, Barry, I don’t know how it
is. I know I’m trapped in a shrunken corridor, on the point of weeing myself,
but that is all I know.’


Barry yawned.


‘Right then,’ I said. ‘I’m done. I will wee myself
and starve to death and when I’m dead then God can sort it out.’ And with that
said I sat myself down and folded my arms.


But then I stood up again and said, ‘No.’


‘No?’ said Barry.


‘No, I’m not going to wee myself,’ I said. ‘Starve
to death possibly, but not do a wee in my trousers.’ And with that
said, I unbuttoned my fly and relieved myself against the nearest wall. And it
felt soooo very good, I can tell you.


‘That is disgusting, chief,’ said Barry. ‘And now
it’s all over the floor and you can’t sit down again.’


‘Help!’ I shouted at the top of my voice. ‘Help,
trapped child here. Someone help me. Help!’


‘Blimey, chief,’ said Barry. ‘Keep it down.’


‘I will not keep it down,’ and I shouted ‘Help,’
once again. Then I shouted ‘Fire!’ and then ‘Murder!’


Then I composed these shouted words into various
combinations. Adding random phrases such as ‘free pies,’ and ‘huge reward for
return of pet hamster,’ and even ‘Zulus, thousands of them,’ because I had
always wanted to say that. Then out of the blue I cried ‘Open Sesame,’ and
wouldn’t you know it, or wouldn’t you not, the walls of my wee wee’d prison
fell away.


‘Well now,’ I said to Barry. ‘That’s what I’d call a
result.’


‘And a most unlikely one,’ the sprout replied. ‘Not
too sure how you actually did that, chief.’


‘That is because he did not,’ came a
voice from somewhere.


It was indeed a most beautiful voice, a Heavenly
voice, I’d say. It came, as such voices most likely do, from everywhere at once
and yet nowhere. It gathered about me and entered me and it made me feel very
strange.


‘Thank you, whoever you are,’ I managed to say.


I heard a sigh and then there was silence.


Then came a great deal of noise.


Cheering and the clapping of hands and many great
hip-hip-hoorahs.


And I found that I was no longer standing in a
corridor, but I was back upon the grand landing deck, amongst an even larger
crowd than last time looking on towards a really beautiful spaceship, all
coloured enamels and gold-leafed fiddly bits. And the ramp was lowering down
from it and trumpeters were playing ‘God Save The Queen’.


And as I looked on, bewildered and surprised, I
beheld a regal personage descending from the glorious spacecraft. And as a boy
who had studied history books I recognised this regal being to be none other
than England’s queen, Victoria.











36


 


I was quite impressed with Queen Victoria. In fact I
was far more impressed with her than I had been with God. God, I felt, had been
something of a disappointment, but Queen Victoria, she looked just the way I
would have imagined her to look, and when she spoke, she spoke as a queen
should speak.


When I say that she looked just the way I had
imagined her to look, I am not being entirely accurate. She had bearing, she
had nobility, she had gravitas and greatness, but to me I felt that she did
look a little bedraggled. Somewhat tousled, as if, perhaps, she had recently
engaged in some overly-physical exertions.


But I put this down to the travelling and the fact
that she was indeed a very old lady.


When she spoke, however, she did speak like a queen.


‘We are most touched,’ she announced from Count
Rostov’s rostrum. ‘By the love of our subjects and may one say, their
enthusiasm upon this special occasion.’


Behind her stood a rather curious figure that was
later identified to me as Prince Albert. He was similarly tousled, but had
strange ways about his person, which I did not at first comprehend. There was a
woodenness to his being. A certain unnatural stiffness. I might liken it to a
man in a suit of armour. And his eyes didn’t match and his chin had a rubbery
look.


But the Queen spoke as a queen will do and in that
manner she soon became rather dull. Although I did not mind, I was just pleased
to be watching Queen Victoria. But my attention did wander and it
wandered over to Count Rostov. He stood all a-grinning on the rostrum in the
company a liveried servant that I recognised to be one of the noisome toffs
which I had observed at the spaceport in the company of Sir Jonathan Crawford.
This servant looked somewhat bedraggled also, somewhat knocked all about, one
might say.


But it was to the count that I addressed my
attention. For I noticed for the first time ever that there was something
rather strange about him. Perhaps I had simply not observed it before, or maybe
it had not existed before and I was seeing it for the first time because it was
the first time, but –


‘Do get on with it, chief,’ said Barry.


‘He looks rather odd to me,’ I whispered. ‘How does
he look to you?’


Barry peering through my eyes said. ‘And you can see
that?’


‘Yes I can,’ I whispered back. ‘What is it?’


‘Well chief, and I confess some surprise that you
are apparently exerting an extra-sensory perception. But what you are seeing
there is a cloak of psychic protection.’


‘Oh,’ said I and I peered as hard as I could.


He was there, the count, standing and grinning and
occasionally wringing his hands together in joy. But the queer thing was that
he seemed to be enclosed within a sort of transparent shell. As might be some
expensive toy that I would be unlikely to get for Christmas.


The count’s transparent shell, this cloak of psychic
protection, shimmered and sparkled as if highly polished. I glanced around and
about at the crowd, but if anyone saw it other than me, I really couldn’t say.


Perhaps they were all concentrating so hard upon
Queen Victoria, that they didn’t even notice it.


‘That is not the case at all,’ said Barry.


‘Then please enlighten me,’ I said. ‘Just what is
going on?’


‘Attempts have been made on the count’s life,’ said
Barry.


‘Really?’ I said. ‘By whom?’


‘Various parties,’ said the sprout.


‘And how do you know this?’


‘I have my contacts,’ Barry said. ‘We holy guardians
have a chit chat whilst our hosts are sleeping.’


‘Tell me about the count’s magic cloak,’ I
whispered.


‘Venusian magic,’ Barry said. ‘Illegal on Earth, but
up here, anything goes. The black magician Aleister Crowley is on board, the
count pays him a retainer. Crowley brokers magic from the Venusians.’


‘And I am supposed to be playing a vital role in the
count’s downfall?’ I said.


‘Something like that, chief. Or not, as the case may
be.’


I felt at my stomach and then scratched at my head.


‘Taken up mime, have you, chief?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But it’s rather odd. I was starving
hungry when I was trapped in that shrunken corridor, but I’m not at all hungry
now. How do you account for that, Barry?’


‘Ah, chief,’ said my holy guardian sprout. ‘I would
be of the opinion that things are coming together. That your big moment is
shortly to occur.’


‘What, here and right now?’ I asked.


‘No, it’s tomorrow night but …..’


And I would have asked, ‘But what?’ But I had no
chance to do so for now things went decidedly odd and I got carried away with the
moment.


Literally.


 A loud and fearful buzzing filled my young and
tender ears. A breeze that came from nowhere seen came blowing on my face. Folk
who had been standing still began to move about. And faster and much faster did
they move.


I found myself standing in more than one place,
which if difficult to picture, is equally difficult to describe. I was here on
the grand landing deck, amidst the crowd, but then the crowd went whizzing
about. Folk coming and going at ridiculous speed. The glorious spaceship was
whipped away by a complicated crane affair and almost instantly another
spaceship dropped down and disgorged its passengers, alarmingly fast. Then this
spaceship too was whisked away and down came another and another.


And while this was going on, or possibly before, or
probably afterwards, I was on the great central concourse amidships, with its
posh shops, restaurants, dance halls, bars, theatres and so ons.


Folk were whirling every which way. I saw a red
carpet fly out of the cinema to flop like a lolling tongue. Then celebrities of
the nineteen-twenties rushed along it. I am sure I saw Laurel and Hardy and
Charlie Chaplin too and I caught sight of a mighty banner announcing the Royal
premier of


 


FRITZ LANG’S
METROPOLIS


 


And there was Queen Victoria and Prince Albert,
hurtling along the red carpet and into the cinema.


Then I was in a wondrous ballroom with a vast glass
floor through which I could see planet Earth. And of another sudden this
ballroom filled with gorgeously-dressed people. Lords and ladies and princes
and who knew what else and they waltzed at preposterous speeds and did frantic
Charleston dances to a band that played nothing it seemed to me but a series of
high-pitched whines.


Then I was at a great state dinner and a masquerade
and I beheld fireworks and circling spaceships. And I was here and I was there
and wonders went on all around me.


If all this wasn’t enough, and frankly it was,
I also experienced what I can only describe as an epiphany. For I had a vision
of God and through this was revealed to me the Great Revelation.


I saw God, aged, yet ageless, eternal, beyond any Man-made
concept of time. God was as I had seen him, short and bearded with his silly
squeaky voice and it was revealed to me that God’s first name was Terrance.


Terrance was God, but he was all alone. Had been
alone for ever and for ever. But during this foreverness of solitude, God had been
having a good old think about what he wanted to do. God, it appeared, was
actually seeking to find a reason for his own existence.


And that in itself to me, was a Great Revelation.


But there was more, much more.


I saw the Creation, as it is laid forth in the Book
of Genesis. But with the original bits left in. For in the original Greek, God
created upon the fifth day ‘the Great Sea Dragons’, which were altered in later
translations to the mundane whales. And there was more besides, because
I saw that God had created many other beasts that now we consider merely
mythical. He had created the wonderful unicorn and the manticore and the
griffin and indeed the vegetable lamb.


These creatures, benign and peaceful, He had created
to adorn the Garden of Eden. For I saw clearly the Garden of Eden and it was
beyond anything that I could have imagined. For God began all creation
with the Garden.


The planets, He had created to lay out the Garden
upon. All across the universe, countless planets, lit and warmed by countless
suns, each a part of a vast divine master plan. In fact a part of a master design,
for God was first and foremost, then, and now, a gardener.


He filled His formally empty universe with the
beauty of growing things. With trees and flowers and shrubs and fungi, He
adorned each barren world. And God was perfecting His craft. He seeded this
world and the next, sprinkling the seeds of life across the universe.
Panspermia, some have called it, but that is what He did. And His plants took
root upon some planets, yet failed to grow upon others. As the universe is
endless, God didn’t mind about this. His kind hand nurtured where nurture was
appropriate. And as God can see all, He saw what He had created and He saw that
it was good.


I saw this and I understood, it was the beauty of the
Garden that brought pleasure to God. The sprouting of the seeds, the
swaying of grass in a gentle breeze. The mighty oaks, the palms, the fruit and
flowers, the beauty of it all. All spread across the universe for God to see
and smell and touch and enjoy.


And then came Man.


And here I received yet further Revelation.


In our Bibles now we read that God gave Man dominion
over every living thing. The beasts of the field and the fowls of the air and
every green herb also.


Once more a slight mistranslation.


For God created Man to tend the Garden. On every
planet on which the trees and flowers and vegetables flourished God placed Man.
Man in different forms and shapes appropriate to the environment, but Man.


And who has not read of The Fall of Man?


God’s gardeners failed dismally in the tasks set for
them. To maintain the noble beauty of the Garden. God gave Man everything he
needed to eat and to flourish and placed Man in the most beautiful setting that
could ever be imagined.


Yet Man failed God.


It brought tears to my eyes, I can tell you. And it
brought tears also to the eyes of God.


Yes I had at that moment an epiphany. I beheld the
truth.


The universe had been created as a vast and cosmic
garden. Everything that moved and breathed did so to adorn this garden. Man had
been created to attend this garden.


Man had failed, Man had ruined the Garden.


I saw Man, the slayer of ‘mythical’ beasts, the
tearer-up of plants, the ripper-down of trees, the polluter of rivers, the
destroyer of grasslands, the despoiler of countless worlds.


And I wept greatly to behold these things.


And glad was I when all was suddenly done.


The whizzing and whirling of fast action time.


The truth about Man and the Garden.


All suddenly ceased and I was once more aboard the
great ship Leviathan.
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‘Barry,’ I said. ‘I’ve just had a revelation.’


‘I’ve heard that before,’ said Barry.


‘This is all to do with the Garden,’ I said. ‘God’s
great garden that is spread all across the universe. And everything is all part
of one thing. The Great Whole. And it’s all to do with vegetables, you see.’


‘It generally is, chief. Vegetables being so
terribly awesome and everything.’


‘And today is the day,’ I said and I made a proud
stance.


‘And I’m not quite sure how we got here,’ said
Barry. ‘I am a little confused.’


‘You just leave everything to me,’ I said, offering
words of comfort. ‘I will sort out everything. I have seen everything. I
am part of everything. Everything. Barry.’


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ said my holy guardian sprout.


‘And what is more,’ I continued. ‘As I am a
part of everything I am aware of what folk are doing, even when I am not in
their presence.’


‘You are?’ said Barry. ‘That is quite a
trick.’


‘Just try me,’ I said.


‘Fair enough, chief. What is our good queen up to?’


 


Queen Victoria sat on the throne, reading The
Times newspaper.


Prince Albert called to her through the open
bathroom doorway. ‘Are you going to be much longer, one?’ he called. ‘Only I
need to point my prosthetic pecker at the royal porcelain.’


‘You will just have to wait,’ said Her Majesty. ‘One
is engaged in regal business here.’


‘I can’t hold on much longer,’ said the prince.


‘One is sure you will manage. Really Albert, you are
obsessed with that penis of yours. What was that song you were singing last
night about its piercing?’


‘If you like it then you should have put a ring on
it,’ said Albert.


 


‘You are making this up, chief,’ said Barry.


‘Oh no I’m not.’


 


‘We have a very busy day ahead,’ said Her Majesty
the Queen. ‘And by “we”, I mean the two of us this time.’


Albert crossed his wooden leg with the one made out
of leather.


‘One understands,’ his dear wife continued, ‘that the
Poppette will be singing a song tonight written by one’s favourite poet, young
John “Boy” Betjeman.’


‘The late young John,’ said her husband.
‘Shot dead yesterday morning, I hear. Bang and goodbye to the noble wordsmith.’


‘Oh, well never mind, my dear, I suppose he wasn’t that
good.’


‘Can I be rude to commoners, please?’ asked Albert.
‘For as they say up North, “it do make I larf”.’


‘One noticed several Johnny Frenchmen waving at one
yesterday,’ said the Queen. ‘You can certainly be rude to them.’


‘Thanks one,’ said Albert, relieving himself in the
bidet.


 


‘And what of Sir Jonathan Crawford?’ asked Barry.


‘What of Sir Jonathan Crawford indeed!’ said I.


 


Sir Jonathan Crawford and Lady Agnes Rutherford were
once again making the beast with two backs, and rather noisily too. Berty, Sir Jonathan’s
holy guardian beetroot was trying very hard to take a nap, but with all the
shouting and banging about, this was a futile endeavour.


‘Wah-hey and hoozah!’ went Sir Jonathan.


Then things went rather quiet.


A little later his lordship asked, ‘Would you care
for champagne, my dear?’


Her ladyship nodded a tousled head. ‘And a
cigarette,’ said she. For these were indeed still the days when cigarettes did
you no harm at all and smoking the tailor-made variety, especially through an
elegant cigarette holder, was the very quintessence of chic.


His lordship rose with creaking knees and set to
uncorking another bottle of bubbly.


‘I once went for an entire month on a diet of champagne
and cigarettes,’ he said, decorking, pouring, offering, lighting a cigarette,
passing it to Lady Agnes. ‘The world became a bit odd towards the end. But it
was an experience that I would not have missed. It has been, shall I say, a
most interesting and for the most part, joyful life I have led.’


Her ladyship sipped, then puffed, then sipped again.
‘You speak as if it were almost over,’ she said.


‘It well may be, my dear, it well may.’


‘And how?’ asked Lady Agnes Rutherford, smoking and
sipping and smoking and sipping again.


‘My Venusian side pre-supposes it,’ said Sir Jonathan
and he toasted the lovely lady with his glass. ‘Today might well prove to be
the very last day of my life.’


‘I do hope not.’ Her ladyship held her glass
out for a refill.


‘I am prepared,’ Sir Jonathan freshened her
ladyship’s glass. ‘If it is my time, then so be it.’


‘Such sombre thoughts,’ her ladyship said. ‘Yet what
of me? Does your Venusian side predict my sudden and tragic demise?’


Sir Jonathan shook his head. ‘You will live a long
and happy life,’ he said. ‘I can see you as a very old lady living in your family
house on the Butts Estate, Brentford. Growing most curious creatures in your
garden.


‘Oh,’ said Lady Agnes. ‘I do not know quite what to
say.’


‘You could say “More champagne, please”.’


‘Then I will.’


‘You see,’ his lordship strode about the bedchamber
of her ladyship in nought but his monogrammed slippers. ‘Something very very
big is about to occur. Something far-reaching. It will happen today, it will be
a cosmic event. Many will die, yet one will be reborn.’


‘That sounds a bit like something from Old
Sandell’s Almanac. Or the prophecies of Nostradamus.’


‘It will be today and it will involve Count Rostov.’


‘Are you able to predict his death, Sir Jonathan?’


‘Not conclusively. Certainly attempts will be made
on his life today.’


‘Attempts, that is in the plural?’


‘There will be many, yes. But there is something
unfathomable about Rostov. He is not as other men.’


‘What of our personal assassin, Al Jolson?’


‘I think his intention is to make an event of it.
Prove his powers in public, so to speak.’


‘This might affect our bounties,’ said her ladyship.
‘Remember every assassin on board must be hoping to claim his or her bounty for
the responsibility of causing the count’s death.’


Sir Jonathan shrugged. ‘Remember, Earth’s laws do
not apply here. Blind eyes are turned to murder. Who can say?’


‘I do hope you do not come to harm,’ Lady
Agnes arose from the bed in all her naked loveliness. ‘I should miss our little
get-togethers.’


She gave Sir Jonathan’s bum a playful smack.


Sir Jonathan turned. ‘We still have half an hour to
kill,’ said he.


 


‘And the count?’ asked Barry.


‘Ah,’ said I, ‘the count.’


 


The count and Atters were taking a stroll through
Count Rostov’s picture gallery. It had much of the National Gallery about it,
but for the quality of art upon display.


This gallery housed Count Rostov’s collection of sideshow
and theatre posters. Each framed by gilded ornamentation, each a little gaudy
to the eye.


‘People seek to kill me,’ said Count Rostov. He wore
his bearskin hat and Russian robes, his boots with their bright diamond snow. He
twirled a riding crop in an ungloved hand.


‘Kill you?’ said Atters, a-shaking his head.


‘They do,’ said the count, ‘they do.’


‘Can’t see it myself,’ Atters gave his own head a
shake. ‘You are a most popular fellow. The Queen adores you, I’ve heard. That
is why she is celebrating her Jubilee here, is it not?’


Count Rostov sighed. ‘The Queen is a royal
chumrade,’ he said, ‘but in my profession you do make enemies. Do you know what
my enemies call me?’


‘Pig face?’ said Atters, affecting a terrible smile.


‘No!’ 


‘Old rat-breath?’


‘Neither that.’


‘How about farty-bum?’


Count Rostov struck down Atters with his riding
crop.


‘Ouch,’ went Atters, still smiling.


‘They call me the Abominable Showman,’ said the
count. ‘How cruel, don’t you think? I who have brought so much pleasure to so
many.’


‘People can be ungrateful sods,’ said Atters. ‘Take
my Aunty Moo Moo, not her real name of course, but she was somewhat
bovine. I was only trying to help her up onto that parapet so she could see the
circus parade better. Tragic business. Several killed when she fell from such a
height.’


Count Rostov struck at Atters once again.


‘I came up the hard way,’ said the count. ‘Decent
enough background, I suppose. Father, shipping magnate, all that kind of caper.
Prep school, Oxford, Eton, the Guards, you know the routine.’


‘I do indeed,’ said Atters. ‘And –’


‘Shut up,’ said the count and walloped Atters. ‘But I
wanted to make my own way in the world. Wanted to bring joy to millions.
Travelled to St Petersburg. Visited the Hermitage. Viewed the automata, the
theatrical costume collection, the circus paraphernalia. Knew at once where my
heart lay. Where my vocation lay. I would become a showman. An impresario. I
became Count Ilya Rostov, star-maker.’


Atters offered warm applause. ‘Well done that man,’
said he.


‘See,’ said the count, pointing to an aged poster grandiloquently
framed in the rococo manner. ‘My very first,’ he made a wistful face.


 


REGINALD


The flea of knowledge


REMARKABLE PROGNOSTICATIONS.


EXTRAORDINARY DEMONSTRATION OF
INSECT INTELLECT


THREE SHOWS DAILY


 


1 penny


All classes


 


DOG AND DUCK


GRIMSBY


 


‘Was it a success?’ Atters asked.


Count Rostov sadly shook his head. ‘You see this
scar?’ he said. Atters nodded. The count went on. ‘Couldn’t get a real flea,
you see. Not the season, or something. So I had a chumrade of mine Bongo
Wassiname, or someone, small chap, had him done up as a flea. You know the
costume, clown hat, waders, all that sort of how’s-your-father.’


The mouth of Atters hung open.


‘Tar and feathers,’ said the count. ‘I had supposed
that such a carry-on only went on in the Americas. In Grimsby I thought they’d
throw bloaters or something. Taught me a lesson, Grimsby did, I won’t go there
again.’


‘I like the look of her,’ said Atters,
pointing.


‘Ah, yes, Alice,’ said the count.


 


ALICE’S AVIAN
ACROBATS


STUNNING FEATS OF BALANCE


HISTORICAL RE-ENACTMENTS


SONG AND DANCE ROUTINES


 


Admission 1
Shilling


All Classes


 


Electric Alhambra


MUSIC HALL


PICCADILLY


 


‘Kiwi birds,’ said Count Rostov. ‘Very versatile.
Highly trained.’


‘This Alice on the poster,’
observed Atters. ‘Somewhat scantily-clad, one might almost say, near to naked.’


‘Really?’ asked Count Rostov.
‘Never really noticed. Great success though. Built upon that. Began Rostov’s
Follies.’ He gestured to another poster.


‘No clothes at all on any of
them,’ said Atters. ‘I see where you were going with this. A successful
formula.’


‘Dusky maidens,’ said the count.
‘It’s their national costume, you know. Very hot, where they come from.’


‘And will they be on the bill
tonight?’


‘Indeed they will,’ said the
count.


‘Something for us all to look
forward to there then.’


Count Rostov sighed and took out
his pocket watch. ‘Time for your morning thrashing,’ he said.


‘Make it hard,’ said Atters. ‘I
have been a very naughty minion.’
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Space pirate Captain F-Stop Bell-Franchise now
enters the picture. He enters in a flurry of tweed, as his Piccadilly tailor
misread his over-extravagant hand writing. Although to what degree and in what
manner is really anyone’s guess.


Captain F-Stop, and here we shorten his name to
avoid tedium, commands the bad ship Umma Gumma, a swarthy vessel,
somewhat halibut-shaped with a rather nice figurehead of a bare-bosomed
Earthish lady on the front.


The bad ship Umma Gumma, along with its
foolishly-named captain and suitably scurvy crew hail from the Jovian moon of
Trubshaw and have set a course for the great showboat liner The Leviathan.


Our narrative has not included the more recent
assaults upon The Leviathan by space pirates, as they were all very much
of a muchness. An entertainment for The Leviathan’s passengers, who
enjoyed the downing of cocktails and tipping of tea cups, whilst the pirates
failed to penetrate The Leviathan’s electrical defences and were inevitably
vaporised by the great space liner’s on-board prang cannons. But hardly worth
much of a mention and not, one might have supposed, an integral part of the
plot.


But how wrong can one be? Because here comes space
pirate Captain F-Stop Bell-Franchise (one of the new breed of surrealist space
pilots, as this modern art movement has now spread from Earth out to the other
inhabited planets). His tricorn is of tweed, so too his lacy-ruffed shirt and
so too also his boots, which are a puzzler for sure. A brace of ray guns at his
hip, an eye patch in the form of a bondage teapot. A parrot named Mr Slater and
a bottle of rum from his Fortnum’s Pirate Hamper.


‘Avast behind!’ he cries, for this sometimes raises
a laugh and then, ‘Death to the puny Earthlings!’ which generally doesn’t.


Captain F-Stop is tall, broad-shouldered, waspy of
waist and struggles with difficulty to disguise his Etonian accent. He shared a
dorm with Rostov and with most of Sir Jonathan’s chums, but wished like Count
Rostov to make his own way in the world.


‘Mr Mate,’ Captain F-Stop called out. ‘Are we on
course?’


‘On course we be, Captain.’


‘That should be “We are on course, Captain”,
should it not?’


‘Aaaaaaar,’ went Mr Mate.


‘So what time will we reach our destination?’


‘We be a-reaching The Leviathan ‘pon the stroke
of midnight British Empire time.’


‘Absolutely splendid,’ said Captain F-Stop.


‘One question, Captain, please,’ Mr Mate had a hook
for a hand and this he raised to his captain.


‘Ask then, Mr Mate,’ this man replied.


‘Captain, we be the very last space pirate vessel
out of Trubshaw. All other vessels have sailed to their doom and the moon
Trubshaw is now empty but for the man who owns the sweetshop and his daughter
Doris.’


‘A fair and winsome damsel, Doris.’


‘So that be, Captain. But me point is this. We is
surely a-sailing to oblivion’s shore, on a voyage of no return.’


‘Take your point, Mr Mate,’ Captain F-Stop smiled a
handsome smile. For he was a handsome fellow all in all. ‘We however have a
secret weapon that no space pirate has ever used before.’


‘Aaaaarrr?’ said Mr Mate, questioningly.


‘Against the evil Empire, we will be using The
Force.’


‘The Force?’


‘The Force.’


‘The Force?’


‘Well, almost The Force. Naturally one cannot
actually use The Force per se. One would definitely run up against
litigation. So shall we say that, as pirates bold, we will be using The
Fierce.’


‘The Fierce?’


‘The Fierce.’


‘The Fierce?’


‘Please stop now,’ said the captain. ‘I have studied
The Fierce and attuned myself to it. Would you care for a demonstration?’


Mr Mate nodded his battle-scarred head.


The captain sought a suitable subject for his
demonstration. The tea lady was pushing her trolley by. For even pirates have to
stop for tea.


Mr Mate reached out to a plate of tasties.


‘These are not the scones you are looking
for,’ said the captain.


Mr Mate made a puzzled face. ‘These are not the
scones I am looking for,’ he said.


Other pirates who had been looking on, took to
cheering.


‘May The Fierce be with us,’ said the
captain.


Mr Mate scratched his head with his hook and nearly
put his good eye out. ‘That all be well and good,’ he said. ‘But there is the
matter of the impenetrable electrical force field that surrounds The
Leviathan.


‘Good point, well made,’ said the captain.


‘Will The Fierceness negate The Force….field?’


‘No,’ the captain shook his tweed tricorn. ‘But my
secret agent on board The Leviathan will see to it. At five minutes to
midnight he will overpower the operatives who man The Leviathan’s
electrical defence systems and then blow up the control room. The ship will be
helpless and we will move in for the kill.


‘And the prang cannons, Captain?’


‘All plugs pulled from those,’ the captain said.


The crew took once more to warm applause and some even
suggested that ‘three cheers’ might be in order.


 


Back aboard The Leviathan, Count Rostov spoke
to Atters of applause.


‘That is why I do it, you see,’ he said. ‘To bring
joy. A very wise woman once said that a person’s life has a meaning, if when at
last they reach their final hours, they can look back upon their life and say,
that during it, they made the world just a little bit better a place to be,
rather than a little bit worse.’


‘Shades of the Hegelian dialectic,’ said Atters, who
for his outspokenness received a blow that sent him reeling.


‘I am warmed by applause,’ the count continued. ‘It
is all I ask in return for the joy that I bring.’


Atters now sought to evoke Euclid’s Proposition
regarding mathematical balance in regards to door-takings at the count’s
numerous entertainment venues. But did not.


‘Tonight,’ said the count, ‘will be my triumph.
Tonight the joy that I bring will receive universal applause.’


‘Might we tie that down to specifics?’ Atters asked.
Adding, ‘master.’


‘We might not,’ said Count Rostov. ‘But know
this. Tonight, in the lately renamed Jubilee Music Hall, here aboard The
Leviathan, the greatest performers of our day will tread the boards for a Royal
Command Performance. This done, and done well, Her Majesty and guests will
repair to the Grand Ballroom, there to dine at table upon the finest viands the
four worlds can supply. This done, and done with such style and panache as
might never be experienced again, the culmination of the proceedings. A
performance from Sophia Poppette, sufficient in itself to inspire wonder. But
tonight, upon the stroke of midnight something so much more.’


‘Which is?’ ventured Atters.


‘None of your damned business, my little chumrade.’


 


I ate heartily of breakfast and drank heartily of a
drink called Rosto-Cola.


I had been keeping something of a low-profile.
Something that the now legendary Lazlo Woodbine, whose name I had appropriated,
but seemingly to no point whatsoever, regularly did, when he was either being
sought by henchmen of the master criminal who would eventually meet his end in
the final rooftop showdown. Or Laz’s landlord, Mr Fish, regarding overdue rent.
My sleeping accommodation had been a linen cupboard, but this I considered
preferable to a bunk in the dormitory of the silly boys. Or indeed the shrunken
corridor that awaited me if I caught the eye of Count Rostov.


I was enjoying my breakfast though, in one of the
cafés that bordered the reproduction of Rotten Row before the great glass
house.


I ceased to heartily drink of Rosto-Cola. ‘This
drink tastes like wee wee,’ I remarked.


‘Not one of the count’s greatest achievements,’
Barry agreed. ‘But they can’t all be winners, can they, chief?’


‘How am I going to get to see all the shows and
attend the feast in the ballroom tonight?’ I asked. ‘I don’t have any tickets
and I am a boy on the run.’


‘You are a boy on the run in the uniform of a cabin
boy,’ said Barry.


‘I know that,’ I said. ‘There is still some small
hope of continuity.’


‘My point is, chief, it’s a uniform and the thing about
a boy in a uniform is that he’ll look a lot like every other boy in a uniform,
especially if he has a cap on and he keeps his head down. You’ll need an
usher’s cap on to get you into the music hall and serving boy’s cap to get you
into the grand Jubilee ball and sit-down feast. Chief.’


‘Well now, Barry,’ I said, as one who gives credit
where credit is due. ‘Naturally I had thought of that.’


‘Well naturally you had, chief. You lying little
tick.’


‘What was that, Barry?’


‘Nothing, chief, just offering up a word or two to
Terrance for doing me the honour of allowing me to reside in your nitty bonce.’


‘So that’s the plan, then, Barry,’ I said.


‘The plan then, chief?’ asked Barry.


‘I shall be on-hand,’ I said. ‘Be where I am
supposed to be. In the midst of things and things of that nature, generally.
And when my big moment comes, and I am now supremely confident that it will
come, I shall do whatever it is that I am supposed to do. Save the day and
humbly take the credit.’


‘Yessss,’ said Barry. It was a very long ‘yesssss’.


‘So for all your sly sarcasm, you are blessed of
Terrance for taking up quarters in my head.’


 ‘Yes,’ Barry said once more.


‘Waiter,’ I called, ‘would you kindly remove this
glass of cat’s piddle and bring me a proper Coca Cola?’


‘Who served you that breakfast?’ asked the waiter.


‘Rather strange response to my question,’ I replied.
‘But a rather charming waiter of foreign extraction, why?’


‘Because,’ said the waiter. ‘You ain’t a guest,
you’re a bleeding cabin boy.’


And with that he clipped me round the ear and sent
me on my way.


‘Have you ever heard the expression, “A prophet is
without honour in his own land”?’ Barry asked.


I rubbed my stinging red ear and replied.


‘Stuff you, Barry,’ I said.
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I crept down to the dismal sub-level of dormitory
and staff canteen, stole the appropriate headwear and stayed away from the
gruel. It occurred to me that I was going to have to occupy myself for the day,
as the festivities-proper would not be beginning until eight of the evening
clock.


I considered a stealthy perambulation of the great
vessel, reasoning that some unlikely coincidence or another might precipitate a
minor adventure, or even offer some extra clue as to what precisely was
going on, would be going on, or how it all would end.


Barry, however, was doubtful.


‘Can’t really see the point, chief,’ he said. ‘Just
be padding it out in my opinion.’


‘So what would you suggest?’ I asked, as if I really
cared.


‘Well, chief, as you seem to have acquired some kind
of cosmic how-do-you-do, why not just wish yourself forward a few hours and
we’ll see what happens.’


‘Wish myself forward?’


‘Up, up and away,’ said Barry. ‘To infinity and
beyond the pale and all around my hat.’


‘What do you live on, Barry?’ I asked. ‘You are
alive, so I assume you must eat to survive.’


‘A sprout that dines out?’ said my holy guardian.
‘Interesting thought. But no chief, I don’t eat as such. Certainly I feast upon
your vital juices like some parasitic vampire fungus, but that could hardly be
called eating, could it?’


‘If this was a movie, who would you like to play
you?’ I asked.


‘Oh, I see, chief, we’re just padding it out right
here, are we?’


‘I only wondered,’ I said. ‘We’ll part company
soon.’


‘Not soon enough in my opinion.’


‘What was that, Barry?’


‘Nothing, chief.’


‘But would you say,’ I continued, ‘that we have ever
really got to know each other?’


‘I think I can make a reasonably sound assessment of
your personality, chief.’


‘I think I’ll just fast-forward then,’ I said.


‘I think that would be for the best, chief, yes.’


And so it came to be.


 


More racing and whirling and whirring all about and
me in the middle, at the sides and in the end.


I saw, in no particular order, a grim-looking
spaceship with a naughty figurehead rushing at considerable speed towards the
great Leviathan.


I saw a being that I knew to be Sophia
Poppette. She looked somewhat naughty too, as she lacked entirely for clothes.
She walked in the wondrous glass house atop the space liner. Nourishing
something plump and green from a baby’s feeding bottle. I looked long and hard
at this magical scene and not because it was a lady with no clothes on, I was
still a little too young to become overexcited by that. I was more entranced by
just what it was I was seeing. There was an unworldly quality about the fay
little fairy girl that was the Poppette. She seemed to float and glide rather
than to walk. And the creature she nursed with the bottle, there could be no
doubt in my mind as to what that was. It was a Vegetable Lamb of Tartary, the
mythical mystical Borametz itself.


And then there were folk in their cabins. Many many
folk, thousands of folk in fact. All rather rich and mostly titled folk and
from all of the inhabited worlds.


Stately Venusians arranging elaborate costumes upon
their beds and gazing at their ethereal faces in the looking glass. 


Bloated Jovians, most in the restaurants, bars and
casinos. Laughing immoderately, slapping each other on the back, belching and
farting and generally carrying on in the manner that oafish tourists have done
and always will do too. But with a lusty and harmless good nature.


The titled folk of Earth, and there were numerous,
sat a-sipping of gin or champagne, in lounge rooms and eateries, suites and on
horseback. Menials, liveried, laid out their fineries, whilst these swells
lounged and did sippings.


Royalty dwelt within royalty’s six star
accommodation, doing those things that the royals do in private, but sometimes
get caught at in public.


Each and everywhere all over The Leviathan preparations
were taking place. In the great kitchen, the master chef, an evil-looking
Frenchman, who enjoyed serving others a taste of the whip, lorded it over
kitchen staff, striking out at all and sundry, shouting orders, sniffing this
and that.


The food would surely be all that Count Rostov had
hoped for. The monkey catchers and parrot wranglers, those men who ensnared
emus and captured coypus, had been busy at their business overnight and the
great glass house was almost silent. The cries of the animals and birds that
had rejoiced within it now were nought but magical memories.


Workers worked in a workmanlike way, a-wearing their
workman’s work clothes. Some polished silver and some polished brass, some
watered flowers, while others desalinated the swimming pool (which could get a
tad salty due to overuse). Some swept carpets with up-to-date vacuuming
cleaners. Others pushed mops and others pushed trolleys and one pushed his luck
a bit far.


The crew outnumbered the guests of course, for these
were the days when they did. And Rostov’s boy servants, his Rostov Youth
Movement, in their smart brass-buttoned uniforms, with faces bright and hair
cut short and centre parted, attended to their master’s needs, with all due
propriety and absolutely no funny business.


These boys, my twelve silly shipmates among them,
also inhabited the great ship’s armoury, where they did cleaning of weapons and
sometimes naming of parts.


For if one single thing might be noticed, noticed in
fact with considerable difficulty, for this was a surreptitious thing, this one
single thing would be the one single thing that each and every person aboard The
Leviathan had in common. Be that person a royal being, a member of the crew
or a member of the aristocracy, a music hall performer, for all the best were
here, a boy worker of Count Rostov’s elite or a broom-pushing lackey on sub-level
forty-two.


Each and everyone aboard had a single thing in common.


Each and every single one was armed.


Exactly how so much deadly ordinance had been
smuggled aboard the ship was anyone’s guess. The greasing of palms had been
surely employed. Bribery and corruption given its head.


But here in this spaceship above the law,
only a foolish fellow went unarmed.


 


‘I want a gun, Barry,’ I managed to say, as I went
whirling on.


 


Time settled down to its regular pace and I glanced
about for a clock. Obligingly the one above the door to the stalls, for I stood
now in the elaborately decorated foyer of The Leviathan’s music hall,
struck an evening eight.


‘Nice timing, Barry,’ I said to the sprout.


‘It wasn’t me, chief,’ said Barry.


‘Fair enough,’ I replied, for I was never unhappy
about taking the credit when things went right every once in a while. ‘Oh and I
have the appropriate headwear too. Tickets please, young sir.’


I confronted a youth of approximately my own age who
wore what can only be described as a dear little sailor suit. I shuddered
momentarily recalling how I had been inveigled into wearing such a preposterous
costume.


‘Tickets?’ said the toffy boy. ‘I haven’t got a
ticket.’


‘Then you can’t go in,’ I said. Raising my palm to
signify that this was not a matter open to negotiation. ‘No ticket, no entry.
Sorry, I don’t make the rules, but it would be more than my job’s worth not to
enforce them.’


The toffy sailor boy began to blubber.


‘Oh dear,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry to upset you. Are
you here with your mummy and daddy?’


‘I am,’ he sniffled, dismally.


‘And are they here in the foyer?’


‘Over there,’ he gestured with a quivering hand
towards two particularly bloated-looking folk. The fellow in tails and a
topper. The lady in diamonds and pearls.


‘Why don’t you just pop over to them and get your
ticket?’ was my kindly suggestion.


The sniveller sniffed and did as I suggested.


Presently he returned in the company of not one, but
three tickets. Box tickets also, not for the stalls at all.


I perused these tickets, smiled encouragingly then
took them from his little twitchy fingers.


‘You just wait here for a moment,’ I said and took
my leave of the foyer.’


 


The private box was very nice. I took the liberty of
removing my cap and turning my jacket inside out before putting it on again, before
I went up the stairs and showed one of my tickets to the somewhat heavy-duty
security man who guarded the entry to the private boxes.


‘There is some kind of hubbub going on downstairs in
the foyer,’ I told the big, broad and heavily-armed security man. ‘Folk trying
to get into the theatre without tickets. My uncle, Count Rostov has issued
orders that security operatives are to use “all reasonable force” to eject
anyone trying to gain entry without a legitimate ticket.’ I waved mine about
and wished this fellow the very best for the evening.


So, as I say, the private box was very nice.


There was champagne on ice and there was a selection
of sandwiches with the crusts cut off, a tiny roast chicken that Barry assured
me was a quail, a box of expensive chocolates and another of biscuits.


I settled down in the plush velvet seat and got
stuck into the chocolates.


My enjoyment of these was momentarily curtailed by
the sounds of a fracas coming from beyond the door to the private box.
Protestations that someone concerned ‘did have tickets’ and ‘this is our
private box’. The amply-shouldered security man however was an expert in his
field of endeavour and the sound of blows followed the sounds of shouting and
the sound of silence followed that of blows.


‘You little stinker,’ said Barry.


‘Aw, come on,’ I said. ‘We now have a really
terrific seat to see the show.’


‘I can’t fault you in that,’ said Barry. ‘Try a
portion of the Beluga caviar, you’ll really love it.’


I scooped up a great big spoonful and thrust it into
my mouth.


 


When I had finished retching, I told Barry just how
very much I hated him.


‘Well, you might have liked it,’ he said,
when he could find his voice amongst his laughter.


Then suddenly the band struck up and then the
houselights dimmed and so began for me an evening which I can truly say was
unlike any other in my experience.


A truly unbelievable evening.
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A single spotlight brought the stage from darkness.
And into its illumination stepped Count Rostov himself. Applause rumbled
eagerly, gentlemen shouted, ‘Bravo.’


Count Rostov looked rather splendid. He wore a far
taller bearskin than usual, one all a-glitter with diamonds. His Russian robe
sparkled also, aflame with rubies and sapphires, woven into elaborate patterns
depicting (according to the programme that I found upon my seat and had a skim
through):


 


Pastoral scenes of the Mongolian
steppes.


Depictions of the Siberian
peasantry at play.


A balalaika concert given before
the


Czar of all the Russias.


Two unclad females engaged in a 


wrestling tournament.


etc.


 


Diamond
snow-drifts clung about his boots. His mustachios were tinted blue. His little
goatee/imperial beard was sewn with pearls. His smiley face was all aglow as he
cast wide his arms and announced:


‘My
Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen, chumrades all. Please be upstanding for Her
Majesty Queen Victoria and the Prince Consort, Albert.’


The
audience rose up, the Great Queen entered.


She
entered a box directly opposite to my own. Hers, however, was of the royal
persuasion, which meant that the seating was more comfy and the selection of
chocolates and biscuits of greater variety. The Royal Box was flanked by
quilted curtains, which could be drawn should the royal couple tire of the
onstage entertainment and choose instead to engage in private hanky panky. Or
as the Queen might have it, ‘one’s fun’.


I
observed to Barry that I had often considered myself to be of royal stock.
Wondering perhaps whether there had been some mix-up at the maternity hospital
and I had been allocated to a working class couple by mistake.


I
assume Barry must have given this remark considerable thought and positive
approval, for he did not comment upon it.


‘Schmuck,’
said Barry, somewhat later.


‘I
heard that,’ I told him.


The
royal couple certainly did know how to make an entrance. Queen Victoria looked
how a Great Queen should. She wore the now legendary mini-crown (one’s
crownette), that sash adorned with all those badges of noble office, that famous
look upon her famous face and a lovely flowery frock.


For
of course in this particular reality Albert had not died and so Her Madge had
no call for black.


She
fluttered a fan towards the crowd and settled into her chair. Albert adjusted
the fittings on his legs and as the creaking sounds of the metal ball and
socket joints on his artificial knees brought seeming joy to all assembled, sat
himself down with a wallop (an Australian mammal, now sadly extinct).


The
audience re-seated, clapping as it did so. Count Rostov respectfully put in the
last few claps himself from the stage.


‘Fair
lady, regal personage, beauteous adornment of our Empire,’ he addressed the
ancient monarch, which had the ancient monarch blushing somewhat. ‘We your
loyal subjects are present to celebrate your ninety glorious years upon the
throne of England –’ more applause, and many a ‘Huzzah!’ ‘Your long and noble
reign has seen an advancement in the realms of scientific achievement that few
could ever have imagined. Your royal patronage of Mr Babbage’s Difference
Engine at the Great Exhibition of eighteen fifty-one brought about the birth of
the modern computer, which meant that by eighteen eighty-five, one household in
every five had their own personal computer. Mr Tesla, working with Mr Babbage,
perfected the wireless transmission of electricity and –’


And
the count droned on and on and on as folk have a tendency to do when given a
speaking role in some grand state occasion. I munched upon chocolate and sipped
champagne, which to my young buds did not taste all together wholesome, but I would
persevere. I gazed out over the audience. As the house lights had been brought
up for the royal entrance I could have a good old look at those seated below
me.


I
didn’t really recognise many of them. I saw Sir Jonathan Crawford fiddling
about with a lady who sat next to him and I recognised his foolish friends,
savouring champagne and nudging each other’s elbows. The rest were much of a
muchness to me, the gentry, toffs, the titled types, I really wasn’t too keen.


I
glanced towards the Royal Box. The curtains were starting to close. But then
they stopped and reopened again as Count Rostov ceased his dreary monologue and
introduced the very first turn.


As
this was a Royal Command Performance, each of the turns was a favourite of the
monarch. Opening the show was none other than –


 


BILLY ‘BOG BRUSH’ BENNETT


THE OUT-HOUSE BALLADEER


 


I warmed at once to Billy, as he sang his famous
song ‘The Smell In The Gents Is Still The Same’:


 


I’ve been to Shanghai,


Pagodas hang high


Upon the Shaolin Plain.


But no matter where I roam


Over land or sea or foam,


The smell in the gents is still
the same.


 


It’s quite a mystery,


How come can this be?


I’ve smelled it time and again.


In Trinidad and Tobago


And Tierra del Fuego,


The smell in the gents is still
the same.


 


[Middle six]


If you get caught short in Rio,


Or some liner on the sea-oh.


Or have to use the kharzi,


In Rangoon or Old Benghazi.


You will suffer this atrocity,


This nasal curiosity.


 


I beg the question,


Take all suggestion,


To fill this void in my brain.


How can it be, from Irish Sea


To some Tibetan monastery,


This stinky stench, this putrid
pong,


It lingers loud and lewd and long,


This woeful whiff pollutes the
air,


It’s here, it’s there, it’s
everywhere,


 


The smell in the gents is still
the same.


Oh Mumma.


The smell in the gents is still
the same.


 


I clapped heartily, I can tell you. They don’t write
songs like that anymore, so I was joyous to find myself in that time when they
did.


Queen Victoria clapped like a mad thing, she even
gave Albert a playful slap upon the back. Which had his glass eye spiralling
into the orchestra pit.


The curtain fell and Count Rostov appeared once more
upon the stage before it, clapping away and grinning all over his face. I
noticed that even his eyebrows grinned, which I found most impressive.


‘Your Royal Wonderfulness, Lords, Ladies, chumrades
all,’ he beamed about the crowded auditorium. ‘Please give it up one more time
for Billy “Bog-Brush” Bennett.’


‘Give it up?’ I said to Barry.


‘It’s a dreadful twenty-first century expression,’
said the time sprout. ‘Which ranks alongside, “At the end of the day” and “Would
you care to super-size that, guys?’


‘I don’t like the sound of the twenty-first
century,’ I said.


‘It’s a whole lot better than the twenty-second
century,’ Barry replied. ‘Which sees the world becoming a chemical wasteland
peopled by brain-eating zombies.’


‘Now that sounds like fun,’ I said.


‘Twat!’


‘What was that?’ I asked Barry.


‘I said “That”, chief. That on stage.’


That on the stage was the very next turn.


And the very next turn was Al Jolson.


Now, I grew up in the nineteen-fifties, when
Englishmen used the dreaded ‘N’ word freely and referred to Africans as ‘savages’.
It was a world where the Black and White Minstrels had their own TV shows and
there really was a popular series of children’s books entitled The
Adventures of Little Black Sambo. So, the fifties generation had not come
too far from the generation that considered Al Jolson, (a white man,
make no mistake about that, all blacked up with boot polish, waggling a
boater about and singing in a painful travesty of an ‘ethnic’ accent, about his
‘mammy’), entertaining!


But tonight, thankfully, Al Jolson wasn’t singing.


Instead he was performing a ‘Magical Extravaganza’.


Now, I was no stranger to stage magic. The daddy was
an enormous fan and took me several times to see David Nixon perform at the Brentford
Empire. He had some connection to Mr Nixon, did the daddy and I found myself
backstage, being introduced to the famous magician, his wife and his son
Archie, who earned pocket money performing as a ventriloquist’s dummy with Mr
Peter Brough.


David Nixon’s magical shows were of a rather modest
nature. He was very much the perfect English gentleman and so eschewed showy
flamboyance in favour of a dignified show that all the family could enjoy. This
show consisted mostly of Mr Nixon pulling an unconvincing bunny rabbit from a
top hat and identifying a playing card selected by a member of the audience who
looked remarkably like his wife.


Al Jolson’s Magical Extravaganza was something else
entirely. I had heard of the ‘Sawing a Lady in Half’ act, but had never before
actually seen a real lady being really sawn in half. She didn’t half
squeak, I can tell you. And the putting back together bit did not go quite as
well as perhaps Mr Jolson had hoped. What with him slipping over in the blood
quite so many times. The audience adored it though and I was only sick once,
and then only into my bowl of caviar.


The ‘Escape from the Firebox’ could perhaps have
gone better. The volunteer from the audience who allowed himself to be pushed
into the raging inferno, should perhaps have known better.


The ‘Shooting an Apple from a Lordship’s Head, Whilst
Blindfolded’ went exactly as I had expected it to go. And the ‘Chinese
Water Box’ claimed its victims, were they willing or not.


All in all I enjoyed the magic of Al Jolson. I
understood it to be a study in irony. That the things going wrong were a
greater part of its charm. Some claim it inspired Tommy Cooper. I could not say
for sure.


The curtain fell, the audience cheered, the bodies
were carted away.


Count Rostov returned to the stage, called out for
us to ‘give it up for Mr Jolson’ and grinned his winning grin.


And then occurred something which set the tone for
the rest of the evening to come, and assured me personally that this really was
going to be a night to remember.


A really first rate attempt on Count Rostov’s life.
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I had always assumed that those homicidally-inclined
anarchists, who dressed all in black and wielded spherical fizzing-fused
explosive devices with the word BOMB printed upon them, were very much the
fashion of the late Victorian period alone.


But then this was the late Victorian period!


He arose from his seat at the rear of the stalls,
the fizzy-fused bomb in his hands. He certainly drew the attention of the
audience when he shouted, ‘Cravens of Piccadilly, tailors to the gentry,’ then,
‘Death to the man with the overdue account!’


I ducked speedily down in my box and peeped out over
the guard rail. ‘Seems a bit excessive for an unpaid tailor’s bill,’ I said to
Barry.


The audience were in that state called turmoil. Folk
were shouting. Few were running though and most were drawing out pistols.


‘Those bearskin hats are pretty pricey, chief,’ said
Barry. ‘You only get about four from a bear. Assuming the bear to be willing.’


I would have said, ‘What?’ or even just, ‘Eh?’ but
the chap with the bomb shouted more.


‘The Tailors’ Guild,’ he shouted and then, with his
non-bomb-holding hand he tore open his dinner jacket to expose a most
impressive collection of dynamite sticks strapped about his belly.


‘I wonder how he smuggled all that lot on board,’ I
said to Barry. ‘You might find somewhere to hide the sticks, but the big black
bomb is the size of a bowling ball.’


‘Where there’s a will there’s a way, chief.’


‘Ah look, Barry,’ I said.


They sprung from here, they sprung from there, not
unlike that notorious smell in the gents. The silly boys in their smart
uniforms, each one packing heat, as Mr Lazlo Woodbine might say. They drew down
fire on the man with the bomb but the man with the bomb didn’t care.


I ducked down considerably now and into the foetal
position. ‘Never,’ I whispered to Barry, as I clamped my hands tightly about my
ear holes. ‘Never draw down fire upon a man with dynamite strapped to his
guts.’


But it was all too late.


The Tailors’ Guild assassin exploded, but not before
he’d thrown his bomb.


Had I been able to view the drama played out in the auditorium
beneath and in the boxes around and about, and upon the stage and beyond, I
might well have seen:


 


The fizzy-fused bomb describing an arc through the
air towards the stage.


The bomb-proof security screen plunge down before
the Royal Box to protect its occupants (nice touch that, I would have thought).


The crowd fleeing, with several on fire, a few lying
dead, plenty more firing their weapons.


Silly boys crouching and firing at will.


Count Rostov on the stage, grinning.


 


For he had been expecting it, of course. And
he stood and he grinned and, had I been able to observe his face, I would have
observed that upon this occasion even his nose was grinning. And I would have
seen that bomb, the fizz of the fuse nearing its lethal payload as it curled
through the air on course for the count and then simply vanished away.


Vanished into the air by magic and was gone into
nothing.


Not entirely to nothing, of course, because nothing
can go into nothing. Everything has to go to somewhere or other and this bomb
was no exception.


This bomb vanished through an inter-dimensional
portal, opened by the power of magic. The bomb passed from this reality into
another where it landed in a baby’s cot and exploded. Doing the folk of that
particular reality a very big favour, this baby’s cot being that of the infant
Adolf Hitler.


Some realities, it seems, get all the luck.


But I saw none of this and frankly if I had I am
sure I would not have believed the last bit.


I got rather wet when the sprinklers went off, which
did peeve me somewhat, but not enough to ruin the evening.


Order was speedily restored. Bodies shifted, silly
boys brought to order. Damaged seats removed and replaced, warm air rushed through
fan-assisted flues to dry the sprinklers’ shower. The audience, slightly fewer
in number but hardly dampened either physically or in spirit, returned,
clinking their glasses and laughing merrily. The security screen on the Royal
Box rose to expose Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, ‘taking tea with the
archbishop’ and rapidly descended again.


And in no time at all the show continued, with
everything hunky dory.


‘Nuts,’ I said to Barry. ‘All completely nuts.’


‘Time ticks on,’ said Barry to me. ‘The end is
drawing nigh.’


 


The bad ship Umma Gumma too was drawing
rather nigh. Aboard the pirates sang a song of pillage and of plunder.


‘Ship mates, chaps,’ said Captain F-Stop
Bell-Franchise. ‘I would like to introduce you to this.’ He produced a cylinder
of metal approximately eight inches in length with a row of buttons running
down its length.


‘Oooooh,’ went a pirate whose sexual tastes involved
intrusive items. ‘A tad blunt, but any porch in a storm as they say.’


The
captain chastened this pirate with a fist. ‘This,’ said he, is a weapon of The
Fierce. It is a light sa-(careful – ed). A light, er cutlass.
Yes, a light cutlass.’


‘As
opposed to a heavy cutlass, Captain?’ someone asked.


‘Step
forward that man,’ said the captain.


Smirking
and chuckling the pirate stepped forward.


‘Good,’
the captain said. ‘A light cutlass and it functions in this fashion.’ He
thumbed a button and beam of lazery light extended from the metal cylinder. The
captain swished it about and it made a pleasing yet somehow menacing humming
sound.


‘It’s a
night-light cutlass,’ observed the smirking chuckler.


Captain
F-Stop Bell-Franchise swung the light cutlass and cleaved the head from
he who had chuckled and smirked.


‘I see
where you’re going with that,’ said the pirate with the specialised sexual
tastes. ‘Wouldn’t want to pull that one out of the bedroom drawer by mistake
after a night out on the razzle.’


‘Where
are those scones I was looking for?’ asked another pirate.


‘My pocket
watch says nine o’clock,’ said the captain of the ship.


‘I do,’
agreed his pocket watch. ‘And I chime my little chime.’ The pocket watch chimed
six o’clock, for it too was a surrealist.


‘My
point,’ said the captain. ‘Is that we draw near to our target, gentlemen. Great
bounty, ours for the taking. We will storm The Leviathan –’


A pirate raised his hook.


‘– after the defence systems have been shut
down –’


The pirate lowered his hook.


‘We will storm the mighty vessel, slaughter all
aboard who stand against us, capture Queen Victoria, plunder the ship then sink
it –’


The hook went up again.


‘after we have left it and are safely back in
space.’


The hook went down again.


‘Any questions, gentlemen?’


‘I have one, sir,’ a young and handsome pirate
raised his hand.


‘And what is your question, my bonny lad?’


 


‘My first is in yellow, but never
in red.


My second’s in black, but not
block in its stead.


I’m one after M and one after J


One after D and an R too, I’d
say.


What am I?’


 


‘You are a w*nker,’ said the captain. ‘Any serious
questions?’


‘Regarding overtime, Captain,’ said the union
representative. ‘It will be double time after midnight. Will you be instigating
a bonus system for liberated booty?’


‘The pay scale and bonus system is all covered in
your Terms of Employment. What’s the time now?’


‘A quarter past eight,’ said his pocket watch,
chiming two.


‘Time moves on,’ said the captain.


 


And time moved steadily on.


Sir Jonathan Crawford had not returned to his
theatre seat. Neither had Lady Agnes Rutherford. The two tasted cocktails in
the theatre bar and found them pleasing.


‘The bomb dissolved,’ Sir Jonathan said.


‘I saw that,’ said her ladyship. ‘The count is
certainly possessed of magical protection. Are you sure that Mr Jolson can deal
with the situation? His performance tonight left much to be desired, magically
speaking.’


‘The other chap was spot on about the smell in the
gents, though,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘Just used the one here, ripe and rank,
disgusting.’


‘The count must die,’ her ladyship said. ‘Smell in
the gents or not.’


‘Think I’ll slip away back stage,’ Sir Jonathan
said. ‘Have words with Jolson. Hear precisely what he has in mind.’


‘You still have those feelings?’ asked Lady Agnes.
‘Regarding your possible death tonight?’


‘More strongly than ever, I’m afraid.’


‘Then take care, my dear,’ and Lady Agnes kissed him
on the cheek.


 


Al Jolson brought order to a line of cocaine upon
his glass-topped dressing room table, kissed his fingers and then with the aid
of an ivory nose-trumpet, inhaled the twinkling powder into an eager nostril.


‘I hope I get the credit for this,’ he said to his
appointed dresser, Charles. Charles wore backstage livery. Gold lamé dinner
jacket, kilt in the Rostov tartan, high-heeled brogues.


‘Excuse me, sir?’ said Charles, in fawning
obsequiousness.


‘This,’ said Mr Jolson, pointing to the dusty table
top where the line of cocaine had just been, sniffing hard and wiping a tear
from his eye. ‘Music hall performers are notable drunkards. They guzzle gin
mostly and moan about the bad breaks they got and how all successful artistes
did a turn of their own upon some casting couch or another.’


‘As sir says,’ said the high-heeled dresser.


‘But I will be remembered not only for my unique
talent as an entertainer, but also for popularising this drug over the supping
of gin or the inhaling of horse-hoof glue.’


‘Sir is certainly an innovator.’


‘Certainly so, yes I am. And I will tell you what. I
will name the habit after you.’


‘You will say, sir, that you ingest Mr Charles Wentworth-Gimberly-Martin
through your nasal orifici?’


‘No,’ said Al. ‘I will say that I snort Charlie.’


‘Is it worth it?’ Mr Wentworth-Gimberly-Martin
asked, rhetorically. ‘Three years at RADA for this.’


The door of the dressing room opened.


Without knocking.


The muzzle of a ray gun entered.


Without charm.


There was a flash of electrical power.


And poor Al Jolson fell dead.
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The Leviathan’s in-house journal The
Gentleman Adventurer generally set aside two pages daily for obituaries.
There was always someone killing someone on board the space liner. Scores being
settled beyond the reach of the law.


The obituary columnist, who had a seat in the balcony,
was scribbling madly into his notebook, as Count Rostov, upon stage, announced
the next turn:


 


ROBYN HITCHCOCK


THE MAN WITH THE


LIGHT BULB HEAD


 


It is quite remarkable just how entertaining a
single man could be, when all he had going for him as a performer was that he
had a light bulb instead of a head.


Many considered that some kind of trick, but it wasn’t.


He didn’t have much of an act when it came right
down to it. Mostly it was capering blindly about the stage switching his light
bulb head on and off with increasing rapidity. But it was certainly a
crowd-pleaser. A classic is a classic, and somehow one instinctively knows it’s
a classic. Whether it is a Burberry baseball cap or a Cheeky Girls hit single.
A classic is a classic, is a classic.


Whether by luck, or by judgement, the man with the
light bulb head climaxed his Royal Command Performance by pitching light bulb-headlong
into the orchestra pit.


To receive a standing ovation.


 


Sir Jonathan Crawford was standing also, in the
dressing room of the late Al Jolson.


‘Now this,’ said Sir Jonathan, ‘is a dashed
inconvenience.’


He nudged al Jolson’s body with a polished patent
toecap.


‘Ow,’ went the man with the boot-blacked face. ‘Watch
who you’re nudging there.’


‘Oh my word,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


Al Jolson put a finger to his lips and gestured
towards himself with his other hand. (Which was not nearly so complicated as it
might seem). Sir Jonathan leaned low. Al Jolson whispered.


‘It’s only a fatal wound to the heart,’ he said. ‘So
nothing to worry about.’


‘Nothing to worry about?’ his lordship
queried.


‘I’ve been technically dead for years,’ the fallen
figure whispered. ‘Shot in the heart by a cuckolded husband. He wasn’t too keen
on having his wife carry on with a gentleman of ethnic origin –’ Sir Jonathan
rolled his eyes. ‘But white girls like a black chap because of their big w–’


‘Have to stop you there,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.
‘Offensive on so many levels, doncha know. But shot dead and risen again, how
is that? Thought only Christ went in for that kind of caper.’


‘Had already sold my soul to Papa Shango in return for
eternal youth and good fortune.’


‘Hope you got at least half your money back then.’


‘He reanimated me,’ said the defunct Mr Jolson. ‘I
am what you might call a zombie. Although I an’ I prefer the term
“vitally-challenged”.’


‘You are, un-dead,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘Which gives me an unnatural edge as a magical
assassin. Help me up, if you will.’


Sir Jonathan helped the deceased to his feet.


The deceased said, ‘Thank you and I an’ I are rather
miffed, as it happens. Who would wish to assassinate me an’ me?’


‘Perhaps word has reached the count regarding your
intentions toward him.’


‘Bloodclot!’ Al Jolson fished a paper hankie from
the ormolu dispenser on his dressing table and dabbed at his besmirched shirt
front. ‘Look at all de nasty green gunk down me silks,’ said he.


Sir Jonathan raised his fingers to his nose. ‘So you
will still go ahead with the assassination attempt?’ he asked.


‘Attempt?’ said Mr Jolson with contempt.
‘Won’t be no attempt, Babylon. It be assassination, pure and simple. At
midnight, on de dot. Not like dis nonsense just now, wid the dynamite and ting.
I smash de count wid de magical force.’


‘Jolly good show,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford. ‘And
you will have the element of surprise on your side if the count now believes
you to be dead.’


‘What I an’ I thought. So me disguise me self now
and take me self off. And ting.’


‘Splendid,’ said his lordship. ‘Then I will wish you
luck and take my leave.’


He put his hand out for a shake and the
vitally-challenged and boot-blacked assassin shook it as well as he could.


 


I was trying as hard as I could to finish all of the
chocolates.


‘You’ll make yourself sick, chief,’ Barry said.


‘Which would no doubt make you laugh.’ I stuffed
more into my face and munched on them. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ I said between
munchings. ‘I have hardly been properly fed at all since I came to the nineteen-twenties,
so I intend to eat as much posh food as I possibly possibly can.’


‘You’ll spoil yourself for your dinner.’


‘Hah,’ I said to Barry, ‘then you are thinking what
I have been thinking.’


‘If you have been thinking, and I know that you
have, that with those toffs below being killed and everything, there will be a
few spare seats at the banqueting tables and so you could just inveigle
yourself into one, then yes.’


‘Precisely,’ I said. ‘Should we head for the
ballroom now?’


‘No need for haste,’ said Barry. ‘Best wait until
the show is over. And, see here comes the top of the bill.’


Royalty at times have very odd taste. The Royal
Variety Show dates back to nineteen eighteen and it was inflicted upon us on
television from the nineteen-fifties onwards. Mostly with David Nixon topping
the bill, I recall.


But here the top of the bill was –


 


BAIGNE ABBOT


AND HIS REMARKABLE


PIGANINO


 


For those of you who are not au fait with the
Piganino, otherwise called the Hog Harmonium, the Pigano and indeed the
Swineway (my favourite), I will briefly describe it.


Picture if you will a grand piano; a pianist sits at
this. Where the interior gubbins of this piano previously lurked there is now a
row of pigs. Pigs of diminishing size, twelve in all. It is a broad grand
piano. The pigs are stationed in little separate boxes; they face the audience.
The piganist sits to their rear. At each touch of a keyboard key a spiked arm
extends to prick a pig’s behind.


You get the picture.


The pigs have been arranged according to the pitch
of their squeals. Quite complicated tunes can be achieved.


Such innocent entertainment is frowned upon nowadays
along with so many other such musical joys; the cat orchestra, the mouse organ,
the baby grand.


Political correctness has taken so very much from
us.


But in all truth I did not enjoy the Swineway
one little bit. Baigne Abbot at his keyboard drew from his porcine choristers
lamentable squealings which were not in the least harmonious.


Barry found it most amusing though.


‘It’s a sprout-thing,’ he explained.


Mr Baigne Abbot ran through his repertoire. Scott
Joplin’s The Entertainer, Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No 1 in B Flat Minor and
concluded with Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Flight of the Bumble Bee. And I have to
say that he really came unstuck with that one.


The audience loved it, Queen Victoria, up in her
Royal Box, called ‘Bravo’ and ‘Encore’. And an encore cannot be denied a royal
lady.


The piganist bowed and blew kisses, sat himself back
down and played Handel’s Largo. Which actually brought a tear to my eye.


‘And one to the piggies too, chief.’


I have no idea quite what he might have played next,
as some fellow in the audience, shouting something about the performance being
an act of blasphemy upon a divine composition, arose from his seat and shot
Baigne Abbot dead.


The audience drew in a great collective breath. This
was surely the social gaffe of the season. To shoot one of Queen Victoria’s
favourite musicians dead right before the old lady’s eyes. 


But Queen Victoria took it in good part. She grinned
like that pussy from Cheshire and waved her silk handkerchief towards the
shootist. So all was well and good.


‘And that concludes our entertainment here,’
announced Count Ilya Rostov, once more upon the stage. ‘I trust that in my
small and humble way I have pleased Your Majesty,’ he bowed to the Royal Box,
the audience rose and cheered, ‘and all of you that I am honoured to call my
esteemed chumrades.’


The audience rose a little higher and clapped a
little louder.


‘If we all might repair now to the Grand Ballroom
where the tables are laid for the Jubilee banquet, where there will be dancing
to the music of Mr Louis Armstrong, and later, at midnight, a Magnificat
performed by the enchanting Sophia Poppette to celebrate Her Royal Majesty upon
this most special of occasions. And with this I will present to you something
beyond any of your wildest dreams. So mote it be.’


‘That is the bit we won’t want to miss,’ said Barry.


I watched Queen Victoria and her semi-automaton husband
leave the Royal Box to further applause from the up-standing audience. I popped
a final chocolate into my mouth and washed it down with a gob-full of champagne,
a drink that I was determined to get the hang of. And I had a think about
things. Not a big one, but one I feel, significant.


I had just been present throughout a Royal Command
Performance, in honour of Queen Victoria’s ninetieth year on the throne. On
board a space-going liner with a full-sized facsimile of the Crystal Palace
atop it. I had seen performers that most could surely only know as legend. And
prior to this I had walked upon the planet Venus and shaken the hand of God.


I hadn’t really done all that badly for a Brentford
schoolboy. My experiences, I felt, had been unique.


‘And have you finished now, chief?’ Barry asked.


‘Pretty much so, I think, yes.’


‘Then why not hasten to the Grand Ballroom and see
if we can get a seat at a table near to the band.’


‘I hear you, Barry,’ I said. ‘Let’s go and do it.’


And so I left that private box, a little sick in the
stomach with no small degree of chocolate smeared about my mouth and set off
for the Grand Ballroom.


My adventure, I knew was nearing its end.


But I had no idea at this time that it would do so
in such a spectacular fashion.


‘You might have guessed something of the sort
though, chief.’


‘Shut your face, Barry,’ I said.
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I had never actually seen an ice sculpture before.
Not in the flesh as it were. I had seen pictures in a book about America
that the daddy lent to me. It seemed that on board American cruise liners, the
ice sculpture was very popular. It consisted of a large block of ice that was
hacked into some shape that gained approval from the passengers. A leaping
dolphin, an American eagle, an American eagle swooping down upon a dolphin, and
things of that nature, specifically.


And if I knew but little of ice sculpture, I knew
nothing whatsoever about the Kama Sutra (the ancient Hindu text
concerning erotic pleasure and other topics). Thus the nature of the crafting
of these ice sculptures was entirely lost upon me.


I will not dwell upon this, but there was an
imaginative ice sculpture upon every table and there were three hundred tables.


Three hundred tables, each seating ten. That is a
lot of tables and a lot of diners too. But the Grand Ballroom was a lot
of room. It was the biggest single room that I had ever seen and I will
endeavour, briefly, here to offer some description.


The walls were clothed in watered silk decorated in
the Japanese style to a most pleasing effect. Much swaying bamboo and birdie
plumage, noble samurai and geisha girls. The tables were arranged in a sweeping
arc towards the stern of the ship, crisp white linen, silver service, plates
with Count Rostov’s coat of arms above some cod Latin motto that incorporated
the word ‘chumrades’. Elegant glasses and decanters. Whimsical salt and peppers
that resembled the heads of Albert and his Queen.


The huge circular dance hall, central to this vast
room, was as has been mentioned, formed of crystal glass. How such a vast disc
of this material could have been transported into space was well beyond even my
comprehension. To the prow-end of the Grand Ballroom the stage, shielded now by
gorgeous curtains of velvet and chenille, these emblazoned with extravagant
geometrical designs of the Cubist persuasion. Not entirely to my taste, but I
could appreciate the craftsmanship.


‘Well ain’t you the magnanimous dude?’ said Barry.


‘Dude?’ said I for this was new to me.


‘Nothing chief, where do you think you can sneak
yourself a seat?’


I was not altogether sure. I had entered the Grand
Ballroom in the company of the attendees of the Royal Command Performance. The surviving
attendees there were still in their thousands, and I had been creeping
furtively about seeking a suitable seat to slip myself unobtrusively onto. But
the trouble was that Count Rostov’s silly boys were in evidence, and I was
dressed as they and as such could hardly sit down with the posh folk. I wasn’t
quite sure how to handle this and then I saw that boy again. The boy in
the foolish sailor suit who I had relieved of his family’s private box tickets.


He caught my eye and I caught his and he was about
to holler.


I took myself straight over to him and made profuse
apologies. It had all been a terrible mistake, I explained and if he would be
so kind as to accompany me I would take him at once on a private tour of the
backstage area to in some small way compensate for him missing the music hall
show.


‘I will introduce you to the Poppette,’ I told him.


He was keen so I took him backstage.


There was some unpleasantness. He did
put up a struggle and I did not find the actual stripping and tying up of him a
joyous task, although curiously it put me in mind of one of the ice sculptures.
But the job got jobbed, and to my feelings, done satisfactorily.


I confess and I make no bones about it, I did look
at proper Fanny in that sailor suit, but needs must when the Devil drives and
all that kind of business. I was now suitably attired to take my place
at table. And I found a spare seat quite near to the dance floor.


Queen Victoria and Albert, although having left the
music hall theatre first, entered the Grand Ballroom last, as befits royalty,
received a standing ovation and were steered by the count to a table quite
close to mine. I kept my head well down during this and did not meet the count’s
eye at all.


I could speak now of the food we were served and the
wines that we drank. The menu would fill several pages and be in French
sprinkled with numerous little in-jokes and running gags, but I won’t because
it would be a rather rubbish and pretentious thing to do.


‘Well done, chief,’ said the sprout.


And I said, ‘Thank you.’


Instead I feel it would be more appropriate for us
to reacquaint ourselves with the principle players in our cosmic drama. As all
will soon be getting involved in the forthcoming Big Climax.


Where to start?


Anywhere.


 


Queen Victoria forked a slice of Un Chien Andalou
into her mouth and washed it down with a glass of iced soixante neuf
(which gives you a pretty good idea of just how tedious that menu would have
become).


‘One thinks this rather good nosebag,’ she said to
dear Albert.


Dear Albert was decanting German lager through a
small brass funnel affair into his left ear hole. ‘I think the count has done
you proud, my love,’ said he. ‘Will you be joining me later on the dance floor
for a foxtrot or two?’


‘You have brought your special dancing legs?’


‘I have.’


‘Then one would be most amused to do so.’ She
clinked her glass against her husband’s funnel.


 


Binky Hartington clinked his glass to that of the
honourable Crichton. ‘Bloody good show,’ said he.


‘Bloody good show,’ the other agreed. ‘And
more of it yet to come.’


‘What manner of viand is this?’ queried
Carrington Hanky-Panky-Poo. ‘Appears to be a potato, but with little legs. See
‘um kicking about when you put your fork in.’


‘Venusian ab-dab,’ said Binky. ‘Much of the fodder
is off-world fare. Jovian sausage and all that carry-on.’


‘Those Jovians do know a thing about feeding their
faces,’ Carrington gestured with an eel fork towards the table where sat the
Jovian dignitaries. Vast and bloated personages, trenchering it down with
enthusiasm and laughing between every mouthful.


‘Weird coves,’ observed the honourable Crichton.
‘Never able to get the measure of them really. Seem sound enough fellows. Smell
a bit odd of course and who knows what they get up to in the bed chamber.’


This raised guffaws from his feeding friends. ‘And
look at the Venusian mob,’ said Binky, behind his hand. The feeding friends
turned furtive glances toward the Venusian table. It was never considered wise
to stare directly at a Venusian. It was said that they could give you the evil
eye. Turn milk sour with a glance and deflower a virgin with a single hard
stare. They sat stiffly, in glittering robes that swam with colours given no
names upon Earth. Slender elegant beings with high cheekbones and gorgeous
golden eyes.


‘Wouldn’t trust that crowd one little bit,’ said
Binky. ‘Always plotting something. Always aloof and looking down their noses.’


‘Seems to me,’ said the honourable Crichton. ‘That
the best way for Mankind to live in peace with fellows from other worlds is to
conquer them and extend the British Empire.’


‘Hear hear,’ said his fellows and they drank.


 


Aleister Crowley drank for a moment in silence, but
silence was unnatural to him, so after drinking he raised his voice again. To
either side the other two owls, about the table various big wigs and toffs.


‘Tonight,’ said Mr Crowley. ‘Upon the hour of
midnight, upon the solstice, upon the dawn of the Satya Yuga, a new age
will come to pass. Mankind will rise through the astral plains to ascend
towards the summit of human knowing and spiritual cognisance.’


Al Jolson had nothing whatever to say. His dead head
harboured only thoughts for the destruction of Count Rostov.


‘Will that involve the lifting of prohibition?’
asked Mr Capone. ‘I recall you mentioning before that there’d still be plenty
of dolls about looking for a night on the town.’


‘Like casting pearls before swine,’ said Crowley.
‘There are none so deaf as those too dumb to listen.’


There was some slight laughter at this. For Crowley
posed as an English gentleman, yet Capone was nothing but a Yank.


‘You Limey guys think you’re the dog’s cods,’ said
Mr Capone. ‘You think you run this here solar system.’


‘Because we do,’ said a toff, which
occasioned further mirth. 


‘But I’ll tell ya this. A new dawn is a-coming, and
I ain’t talking about this toot that Crowley’s been spouting. You Limeys are in
for a kick in the butt. The US of A will only put up with so much of your bull
crap. We’ll pee on your parade, you see if we don’t.’


Crowley’s fingers did their magical business ‘neath
the table.


Al Capone took a gulp of champagne, went pale in the
face and cried, ‘Pee!’


 


Sir Jonathan Crawford scooped up a pea from his
plate, dipped it into his gravy and popped it into his mouth.


‘You haven’t lost your appetite, my dear,’ said Lady
Agnes.


‘Condemned man ate a hearty supper,’ replied his
lordship, dabbing at his mouth with a linen serviette. ‘If this evening is to
be my last I could not have chosen more charming and exalted company in which
to spend it.’ He raised a champagne glass. ‘It has been my pleasure to know
you,’ he said. ‘In every sense of the word.’


Her ladyship smiled sweetly and drank, then drew
herself close to Sir Jonathan. ‘And of our purpose for being here?’ she said. ‘The
assassination of the count.’


‘This will be achieved. I am confident that
Jolson will achieve the task at hand.’


‘Then we should drink and dine and be happy. Put
aside grim thoughts of your own demise. All I am sure will be well for you.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford took up her ladyship’s gloved
hand and kissed it. ‘If this should be the case,’ said he. ‘I would ask for your
hand in marriage.’


‘You romantic fellow,’ said Lady Agnes Rutherford.
‘And if you would ask it, then I would say yes.’


They kissed once more and Sir Jonathan poured champagne.


 


Atters poured Count Rostov more champagne. The count
had not taken a seat at the top table along with all the attending royalty. He was
too busy attending to all the minutiae that makes the perfect evening perfect.


The count had Atters cuff a small and uniformed boy
in the ear.


‘I never chasten the boys myself,’ said Count
Rostov. ‘In truth I abhor physical violence.’


‘You do?’ asked Atters, hard on the heels of the
count.


‘Indeed,’ the two were in the kitchen now, the count
peering deeply at this dish and that, tasting too and offering his opinions. ‘I
only knock you about because it is expected of me,’ he told Atters. ‘A
gentleman in my position has standards that must be kept up.’


‘Oh I do understand,’ Atters cuffed a passing boy
and then another one too, just for good measure.


‘Tonight,’ said the count, rearranging a dainty upon
a plate piled high with such, ‘tonight will be the triumph of my career. It
will be beyond anything you could possibly imagine.’


‘Give us a clue,’ said Atters.


The count shook his head, but said, ‘Come and see,’
and he led his Minion in Residence to an area of the kitchen that was curtained
off from the rest. The count pressed through the curtains. Atters followed.


‘Behold,’ said Count Rostov.


Atters beheld.


An enormous silver salver stood upon a pastry table.
Upon this salver a layer of soil sewn with rich and lustrous grass. Upon this
grass and grazing was a sweet plump lamb, a lamb of vivid green. A slender
stalk tethered this lamb to a large seed pod bedded into the soil.


Startled by the arrival of the two men the lamb took
to frightened bleatings. Count Rostov placed a calming hand upon its little
head.


‘The Borametz,’ he said to Atters. ‘The Vegetable Lamb
of Tartary. The most exquisite flesh in all of the universe, or so it is said.
The very food of the gods.’


‘And we will be eating that?’


‘Not you,’ said Count Rostov and clouted Atters. ‘It
is a sacrificial lamb. You will see. You will see. Come on.’


He gave Atters a kick and the two left the lamb to
its grazing.


 


In the great glass house atop The Leviathan,
Sophia Poppette knelt at the place where the vegetable lamb had so recently
grazed, and wept.
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Space pirate Captain F-Stop Bell-Franchise addressed
his mutinous crew (for pirate crews are oft-times rather mutinous).


‘Gentlemen,’ he addressed them. ‘We have but two
Earth hours yet before we reach our destination. Are we all absolutely certain
of the procedures upon our arrival?’


Mr Mate said, ‘Aye Captain.’ Other pirates nodded
their heads up and down.


‘You are absolutely certain?’


The pirates all nodded again.


‘And au fait with each subtle nuance and
detail?’


Further noddings ensued.


The pirate captain looked his pirates up and down
and up again. ‘You’re not really, are you?’ he asked.


The pirates now shook their heads.


‘Then why –’


A curly-headed pirate with most of his parts intact
said, ‘Just trying to be polite, Captain. For we all know that once we arrive
and guns start getting fired and there’s women and rum and booty to be taken,
whatever plans you might have had us memorise down to the finest detail will all
go straight out of the window and everything will fall into violent bloody
chaos.’


‘Same as it always does,’ agreed a pirate named
James, who would have preferred a career in the civil service.


Captain F-Stop sighed. ‘There will at least be some
spontaneous acts of surrealism, will there not?’


Pirates shrugged.


‘How about whistling, mime, or interpretive dance?’


Pirates shook their heads once more.


‘I don’t know why I bother,’ said Captain F-Stop.


Pirates shrugged once more and the tea lady said, ‘May
The Fierce be with you.’


 


I was enjoying whatever it was I was eating. The
curtains had opened upon what was a quite enormous stage and Louis Armstrong’s
Orchestra were playing.


He had a long career, did Louis Armstrong, he was
still big in the nineteen-fifties. Of course he was much younger here and very
sprightly with it.


When the curtains opened and Louis introduced
himself I heard a sort of collective sigh go up from the ladies present. They
leaned forward in their chairs, affecting foolish smiles.


The gentlemen simply nodded their heads in time to
Louis’ jazz rhythms. And a lady in a straw hat sung a song.


Which I overhead someone remark was one of John Betjeman’s
(sadly deceased).


 


‘Py-thag-or-as


Worked out the angles of
triangles for us.


He never knew how much they’d
really bore us.


Py-thag-or-as.


 


Arch-e-medes


Existed long before the age of
CDs.


His screw brought water to the
dry and needys.


Arch-e-medes.’


 


And likewise in this fashion. But she was a very
pretty lady with a very pretty voice, so it really didn’t matter what she sang
about.


‘Chief,’ said Barry, to me. ‘Would you consider
yourself inwardly prepared?’


‘I’m inwardly full of food,’ I said. ‘And champagne too,
which has made me feel rather odd.’


‘But you will need to be alert, chief. Your big
moment is coming up very very soon.’


‘This would be that big moment that all I have
suffered has been leading up to?’ I said.


‘Without a doubt,’ said Barry.


‘But you wouldn’t care to be just a tad more
specific?’


‘Not in the least, chief,’ said the evasive sprout.


‘Well,’ said I. ‘If it comes up and I’m in the mood,
I’ll think about rising to the occasion.’


Barry made small grumbling sounds that rattled in my
head.


‘I’d rather you didn’t do that,’ I said. ‘You might
give me brain damage.’


‘Given the size of your brain and the amount of room
I have in here, that’s doubtful, chief.’


‘When we part company,’ I said, trying to disguise
my enthusiasm for this particular moment, ‘will you be going straight back to
Elvis?’


‘Certainly will, chief. He’s got himself into a bit
of a fix with the Antichrist, but I’ll sort things out for him.’


‘Well, that’s what you do best,’ I said.


‘That was sarcastic, wasn’t it, chief?’


‘It certainly was,’ I said. ‘But when you do
see Elvis, would you do one thing for me?’


‘What would that thing be, chief?’


‘Tell him to get himself a good dietician,’ I said.
‘So he doesn’t die on the toilet in Gracelands in nineteen seventy-seven.’


‘What?’ went Barry. ‘How do you know that?’


‘Since I had my apotheosis, or whatever it was, I
know all kinds of things, Barry. All kinds of odd things around and about time.
The trouble is that I still don’t know exactly why I am in this
time and exactly what I am supposed to do when my big moment comes.’


‘Have another portion of fin de siècle and
enjoy the music, chief.’


 


Diners nodded their heads in time to the music. One
or two chaps rose from their seats and approached Her Majesty’s table to entice
the ancient monarch onto the dance floor for a knees-up. Queen Victoria waved
them away and told them to take up their partners instead. Which they did.


It was something to be seen, I have to tell you.
Those beautiful elegant well-dressed people. The gentlemen in their suave
dinner jackets, wide at the shoulder, pinched at the hip. The ladies in their
fashionable frocks, dancing to Louis Armstrong’s Orchestra upon that floor of
crystal glass. Light shining up from below them, the radiance of Heaven beamed
through the great lens and bouncing off the oceans of the Earth. So utterly
beautiful. That planet beneath. The planet of my birth. We were passing over
the Pacific I think, perhaps those were the islands of Japan.


More and more folk now joined the dancers for a
between-course glide-about. I sat back in my chair and sipped champagne, that I
was beginning to get the point of, and sighed a little. I confess it,
sighed a little for just how truly wonderful it was.


‘Perhaps you do have a soul,’ said Barry.


‘You little turd,’ I replied.


 


Time passed by in littleness and bigness. It
travelled upon wristlet and pocket watches. Upon great wall clocks, with the
movement of the tides beneath us upon Earth, with the movement of the Earth
through space.


Around and around.


The hands around the clock. The ship about the
Earth.


The Earth about the sun that wasn’t a sun.


And I thought about that and all this.


That I had been to Heaven and met Terrance.
Terrance, the creator of worlds. The creator of this world. But,
the creator of mine? In my world none of this had happened. None
of this existed. There had been no Martian attack upon Earth. Mr Babbage
had not exhibited his Difference Engine in eighteen fifty-one. Mr Tesla
had not perfected the wireless transmission of electricity. A silver
space liner called The Leviathan with a full-sized replica of the Crystal
Palace on the top had never circled the Earth that I had grown up upon.


And yet my granddad claimed to remember.


But was he then telling the truth? Perhaps all he
said and all that Lady Agnes Rutherford had told me when she was an ancient
lady in the Brentford of my childhood were just stories.


But then.


But then.


She did have the vegetable lamb.


And there was one of them on board this space liner,
I knew that. The lamb, perhaps was a link between this weird world and
my own. Who knew?


I paused so Barry might put in some sly little
comment there, but he didn’t.


‘I am going to have a dance,’ I said to Barry. ‘And
do you know what, I’m going to ask Queen Victoria whether she’d like to dance
with me.’


‘In the name of Terrance, no,’ said Barry.


But I ignored the sprout.


There was no sign of Count Rostov and the silly boys
were otherwise engaged, so I boldly approached the monarch’s table. She was
nibbling something that possibly had a mildly amusing and inappropriate French
name and looked up from it as I approached her. And smiled.


Queen Victoria smiled at me.


‘Your Majesty,’ I said, bowing low. ‘Your Majesty, I
am a true and loyal servant of the crown. Would you do me the honour of joining
me for a dance?’ And I put out my hand, as a hero might do, to take that of his
lady fair.’


‘Good sir,’ said the Queen, grinning broadly. ‘It
would be an honour.’


‘Oh yesss!’ I said inwardly.


‘Dear God, no,’ said Barry.


But I did. The old lady rose with creaking dignity,
put out her hand, took mine and I led her to the dance floor.


And folk ceased to eat and folk ceased to speak, as
me and Queen Victoria had a dance.


I couldn’t really dance, so I just wiggled my bum
about and kicked my legs in the air. Her Majesty seemed very much amused by
this and imitated my dancing. And out of politeness of course and due respect
for the royal person, soon everyone on the dance floor was doing likewise and
others were rising from their tables to join in.


It was such fun.


Around and around that dance floor we went. And suddenly,
somehow I was leading a conga line, with the Queen behind me and others linking
on. Around and around to the music of Louis Armstrong and his Orchestra. Below
me the blue arc of planet Earth filling half of the Heavens.


I laughed with joy, the old Queen laughed and other
dancers laughed. The music ended and everybody clapped and cheered and I led
the monarch back to her table, kissed her gloved hand, thanked her profusely
and backed away to my chair. And sat down.


‘What do you think of that?’ I said to Barry.


And perhaps for this one and only time, Barry was
utterly speechless.
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I did have to go to the toilet several times during
the evening. Once even for a sit down job, as I had eaten far too much
food. It was during this that I chanced to overhear a certain conversation.


Two fellows had entered the gentlemen’s and thinking
themselves to be the only occupants, spoke frankly of their conspiratorial
doings.


‘All are prepared,’ said one.


‘For the revolution?’ said the other.


‘We will strike at midnight,’ said the first.


‘Death to the oppressor,’ said the second.


It was perhaps only a brief conversation, but I
gathered the general gist of it.


‘Midnight,’ I whispered to Barry. ‘Just as I
thought.’


‘Just as you thought, chief? This is new.’


‘I have powers,’ I said to the sprout. ‘Well, if not
exactly powers, then feelings, intuitions, flashes of future events. I told
you.’


‘And I listened patiently, chief.’


‘You did not, but I don’t care. The big
something will occur at midnight. Big and significant somethings always occur
at midnight anyway. Everybody knows that.’


‘I suppose they do,’ said Barry. ‘Do you think that the
count knows that?’


‘He is planning something very big for
midnight,’ I said. ‘After all, he did announce it on the stage of the Music Hall
show.’


‘Do you think he will know then that folk plan to
assassinate him at that moment?’


‘Why are you asking me?’ I asked.


‘Because you are so full of cosmic wisdom, chief.’


There was a certain tone to Barry’s voice, but being
the polite little boy that I am, I ignored it. ‘He won’t know about the
assassination attempt,’ I said. ‘Because that’s not the way it works. You know
when you are going out for an evening and you leave your lights on so any
potential burglar thinks that you’re in?’


‘I have heard such toot,’ said Barry.


‘Well,’ I said. ‘You would think that burglars might
become wise to this cunning ploy, but they don’t, Barry, they don’t.’


‘Don’t they, chief, really?’


‘No, Barry, they wait until you have gone on your
holidays, and turned off the lights to save electricity and put a note out for
the milkman to leave no milk, and there’s newspapers sticking out of the
letterbox because you forgot to cancel them and –’


‘And your point is, chief?’


I shrugged, rose from the toilet, attended to my
personal parts, left the little booth and washed my hands. A clock upon the
tiled wall struck eleven forty-five.


‘Have you noticed,’ I asked Barry, ‘that the smell
in the gents is always the same?’


 


There was nothing samey about the singers who
performed with Louis Armstrong’s Orchestra. The lady in the straw hat had long
since taken her bows and a slim boyish youthish youngish fellowish fellow named
Frank Sinatra was doing it his way. He sang a song about leaving his heart in
San Francisco and various other body organs in American towns and cities. It
was all a bit lost on me.


‘It’s a serial killer song,’ Barry explained. ‘Like “Mac
the Knife” or that much loved music hall standard, “I Love to Slice the Ladies
Up with my Big Twelve Inch Chopper”.’


‘Don’t lower the tone,’ I told the sprout.


‘Lower the tone, chief? You just did a scene sitting
on the toilet. They’ll cut that out of the film version, believe you
me.’


‘Frank’s finished his encore,’ I said. ‘Ah look,
he’s shaking Al Capone’s hand. Subtext there, I think.’


‘They’ll cut that too,’ said Barry.


The audience cheered as Frank left the stage. The orchestra
played, the gilded lords and ladies took the dance floor.


There was a dear little watch in the dear little
pocket of my dear little sailor suit. I tugged it out and looked at the time,
five to midnight,’ I said.


 


‘Five to midnight! Five to midnight! Five to
midnight! Five…..’ Count Rostov, who had been shouting this out, ceased his shouting
and said, ‘Where is my Minion in Residence?’


The uniformed boys who were fussing about the count,
spraying him with sweet-smelling fragrances, brushing the nap on his bearskin,
adjusting the folds on his Russian robe and dusting at the diamonds on his
boots, only shrugged.


Although one said that he didn’t know.


This one was the bigger boy. The count patted him on
the head. ‘I shall treat that Atters harshly,’ he said, ‘for abandoning his
post at a time of such importance. All you boys, my little chumrades, know
precisely what you are to do, do you not?’


The silly boys nodded in their silly way.


The bigger boy said, ‘Yes sir.’


‘Good boys, good boys. I am surrounded upon all
sides by treachery, incompetence, devious-weaselry and conspiratorial
near-do-wellery. But you, my good and loyal boys, I can always rely upon you.’


The silly boys nodded and smiled, some saluted. The
bigger boy said, ‘Yes sir.’


‘Right then,’ said the count. ‘Bring the mirror.’


The good and loyal, though certainly silly, boys
wheeled across a full length looking glass. The count stood and preened himself
in it. ‘Superb,’ he said to one and all. ‘Let us go and make history.’


 


The orchestra had ceased to play, the curtains now
had closed upon the stage.


‘Counting down,’ I whispered as I peered at the
watch in my hand. ‘Whatever is going to happen, is going to happen very soon
indeed.’


‘And you will be ready, won’t you chief?’


‘I’ll see how I feel,’ I said to Barry. Just to make
him uneasy.


‘I am so glad I can read your mind, chief. Or that
might have made me uneasy.’


Ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-dah, went the orchestra behind the
curtains and a cymbal went ‘tish’ at the end.


‘Your Royal Highness, Prince Consort, ladies and
gentlemen of the court, Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen, great folk of the Venusian
and Jovian houses, all gathered here. Heeeeeeeere’s Rostov.’


A drum toll and cymbal crash, the curtains parted
and there on the stage stood the count. And he did look rather imposing in all
his Russian get-up. His little goatee/imperial beard was beard-jazzled by an
enormous diamond. He threw his hands wide and bowed and bowed again.


The thousands at their tables cheered the count.
They clapped and ‘Bravo’d’, some even ‘Huzzah’d’, some sang ‘For He’s a Jolly
Good Fellow.’ The count grinned from all parts and rode upon the applause. For
it was the very stuff of life to him and he ate it with relish. So to speak and
suchlike.


‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ said the count.
‘I trust that you have enjoyed our entertainments for this evening. Mr Louis
Armstrong and his Orchestra.’


Mr Louis Armstrong arose from his piano stool and
took a bow. He gestured to his orchestra and each and every one made similar
bowings.


The audience was loud in its appreciation. The
singers took the stage, were cheered. Frank Sinatra returned, was cheered
again, left the stage, returned once more and was not cheered quite so much,
left the stage and was forcibly restrained by stage hands.


‘Jolly good show,’ said the count, when the cheering
had ceased. ‘And did you enjoy your meal?’


More applause came from the many folk seated. But
not perhaps so much applause as the original applause. An audience will
experience applause-fatigue if asked to applaud too often.


‘Marvin Marvin, the Jovian Master Chef.’ The
applause did rise to quite a peak at this, for Marvin Marvin was accepted to be
the greatest master chef of the inhabited worlds. And many if not all had
recognised his delicate hand at work in the evening’s splendid repast. Numerous
folk rose to their feet to applaud as Marvin Marvin came upon stage pushing a
mighty trolley.


It was curtained, somewhat in the manner of a shower
stall and Marvin Marvin, accompanied by a bevy of silly boys, manoeuvred it
across the stage.


‘A surprise,’ said Count Rostov, putting his finger
to his lips and bobbing his head about. ‘Something so special, something
unique. Something that had to be saved until now.’


The toffs at their tables quietened. What was this,
they wondered.


‘We have come,’ said Count Rostov, ‘to the very end
of our royal Jubilee celebrations here. Although, beneath us, as our day ends,
the Empire’s day begins – or the other way round at least –’


‘He might have expressed that a little better,’ I
whispered to Barry.


‘Do put a sock in it, chief,’ the sprout replied.


I watched the count as he spoke to us all and tried
very hard to appreciate his words. I think what impressed me most was not what
he said, but how he said it. Or rather how he managed to say it and all
of us present managed to hear it. Because this was a very big
room and the count was not speaking into a microphone. I know that I was
down at the front, but I could actually hear his voice echoing from the back of
the room. Good trick.


‘Some of you will be aware,’ said Count Rostov.
‘That this day, this day that begins now –’


The clocks about the liner all struck the midnight
hour. 


‘– this day is not only that of the Summer solstice,
but also the very first day in a new era. That of the Satya Yuga. That
of the Age of Aquarius. The planets move into an alignment that only occurs
once every twenty-three thousand years. An alignment which brings with it the
opportunity for divine enlightenment. For a great change to occur. My life,
indeed the lives of all of you present have moved towards this sacred moment. You
are not aboard this vessel by chance. Each of you was hand-picked –’


Queen Victoria nudged Prince Albert in a Bakelite
rib. ‘One is confused,’ she said. ‘What precisely is the count wittering on
about, Albert?’


‘Not all together sure, my love. I suspect he’s just
leading up to something really flattering about you.’


‘Oh, one does hope so.’


‘And that’s sure to be a special Jubilee cake on the
curtained trolley.’


Queen Victoria nodded. ‘Do you have a napkin,
Albert?’ she asked. ‘The smutty ice sculpture is melting all over the table
cloth.’


‘– an old world ends,’ continued the count. ‘An old
world ends, an old era comes to its conclusion. From here you will see the old
world end and a new one be given birth.’


‘I would be right,’ I whispered to Barry, ‘not to like
what I am hearing.’


‘It does have a certain doom-like quality, chief.’


‘God’s plans,’ the count went on. ‘The plans of
Terrance, were for the Garden. That the Garden eternal be. That Man should tend
the Garden. Protect the Garden. Cherish the Garden. But below you rolls a world
made evil by the hand of Man. A world of plundered resources. A world of
vegetative beauty despoiled by the greed of that ravenous beast called Mankind
–’


‘Oh Barry,’ I said. ‘I do believe that he intends to
destroy the world. He’s probably got some kind of doomsday weapon on board that
he’s going to launch.’


‘Could be,’ said Barry.


‘I say, Count,’ called Queen Victoria. ‘You are not intending
to do something horrid to one’s Empire, are you?’


‘Well,’ the count made so-so gestures, it depends
what you mean by, horrid.’


‘One knows precisely what one means,’ said Queen
Victoria.


‘Then,’ Count Rostov delved into his robe and drew
out a brassy contrivance with a big red button attached to it. ‘The answer
would be, watch and see,’ he said.


And he pressed upon the button.
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‘That’s not how it’s done,’ I said to Barry. ‘The
count can’t just press the dreaded blood red button and get away with it. The
hero is supposed to stop him. Where are the assassins when you need them?’


‘Good points all,’ said Barry. But that was all he
said.


For then the count cried. ‘Behold.’


And an enormous section of The Leviathan
beneath us fell away. But this was not some deadly missile bound for Earth.
Instead it was an outer shell beneath the Grand Ballroom and as it fell away it
revealed that all the floor of the entire room was of glass. Not just the
central dancing area but all. Suddenly the toffs at their tables were looking
down between their knees to the rolling planet beneath them.


And then the first explosion occurred. It ripped
into the west coast of Africa, then was followed by another and another.


This raised what might be said as ‘mixed feelings’ with
the sitters at the tables. Some were clearly of the ‘well it’s only Africa’ persuasion.
Others were more, ‘it’s the beginning of the end.’


‘Do not be alarmed!’ cried the count. ‘But behold.’


And all beheld the goings on below.


Explosion followed explosion, rolling balls of fire,
another and another and another. Across the continent and back, across the
lands of Africa again.


And then the posh folk cooed and pointed, some
indeed started to cheer. For now it was clear to see what had happened. It was
below us written on the Earth


 


Happy
Double Sapphire


Jubilee
Your Majesty


 


The letters carved into the planet’s skin must have
been hundreds of miles in height, the message two thousand miles long.


‘Oh the humanity,’ said Barry.


In what I considered an unconvincing tone.


‘No loss of life,’ cried Count Rostov. ‘On the
contrary. The explosions have cut mighty rivers and canals across the Sahara
and the heart of the Dark Continent. Bringing the life blood of water to that
dry and arid land.’


The applause this time was deafening.


‘So he’s not a villain?’ I said to Barry. ‘I
am rather confused.’


‘Keep watching, chief. We’re far from finished yet.’


‘My gift, Your Majesty, to you,’ said Count Rostov.
‘Africa, the cradle of civilisation. The birthplace of Man in the Garden of
Eden shall once more flourish. To become a green and pleasant land alike to our
own.’


‘Bravo!’ chaps shouted. ‘For he is a jolly good
fellow.’


‘But this,’ said Count Rostov, ‘is only the
beginning. A new Garden, that is to be as the old. But who to tend this Garden?
Who would be worthy to care for it? To nurture it –’


‘Trouble coming?’ I asked of the sprout.


‘Very likely, chief.’


‘To sing for you,’ said Count Rostov, of a sudden.
‘To bring you joy. Here is Sophia Poppette.’


‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that.’


‘Sssh, chief.’


I don’t know where she came from. She possibly
popped up through some trapdoor in the stage, or it was done with mirrors, or
something. But for a moment she wasn’t there, then suddenly she was.


And she was beautiful.


There is a beauty that can simply take your breath
away. That stops you dead in your tracks and that kind of thing. It can be a
glimpse of some woodland from a speeding train. A sunset over a place you know
so well, that suddenly makes it different, special and filled with magic. And
the beauty of the human face, the face of someone we love. Be it for a man, his
mother, or his wife, there are moments when that beauty flashes and the very
wonder of being alive touches you.


I paused and Barry said nothing.


The Poppette wore a simple gown, sleeveless and
falling to her naked feet. A gown of white that clung to her slender body.
White as the pelt of hair that clothed her head. Her eyes so green, as seemed
to be lit from within. Her mouth a soft and tender thing. Her voice –


Ah, the Poppette’s voice.


She sang those words that Pope Sergius the First had
introduced into the Latin mass.


 


Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata
mundi, miserere nobis.


Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata
mundi, dona nobis pacem.


 


Which means:


 


Lamb of God, you who take away
the sins of the world, have mercy on us.


Lamb of God, you who take away
the sins of the world, grant us peace.


 


And her words soared into the air, into that vast
room and out and beyond it, down each corridor and walkway, up across the
decks, along the glass-roofed Rotten Row, into the great glass house above and
out and away into space.


And it was as if her words were solid things, as
birds perhaps, that took wing from beyond this man-made craft into the space
that was God’s and across the world beneath which He had made.


I saw men weep and ladies cross themselves. I felt a
power, a wondrous power and when the song was done –


an emptiness.


 


There was silence then. A deep and aching silence.


Then.


A bleat. A tiny bleat.


A lamb. The lamb. The Lamb of
God.


The Borametz.


 


‘Behold,’ cried Count Rostov. And we beheld. The
Poppette had gone, yet none of us saw her go.


‘Oh Lamb of God,’ cried Count Rostov, and he tore
away the curtains that shielded the something that stood on the portable
trolley.


‘That isn’t cake!’ said Queen Victoria. ‘That isn’t
cake at all.’


And cake it was not.


‘Oh Lamb of God,’ cried Rostov once more. ‘Oh
sacrificial lamb, our gift to God. In return we pray for his blessings upon us
–’ and he began to ramble off on one once more.


‘He is going to do something dreadful, isn’t he?’ I
said to Barry. ‘Is he going to slaughter that plump green lamb in front of us?’


‘Possibly something of the sort, chief. There’s just
no telling at times with super villains.’


Count Rostov now had a knife in his hands, which did
not look good for the lamb.


‘Aw,’ folk at tables started to go. ‘Don’t hurt
little lamby.’


‘This is the Holy Lamb of God,’ cried Count Rostov.
‘And those who taste its flesh will be as God.’


‘Isn’t that a bit like eating from the Tree of Knowledge?’
asked Queen Victoria. ‘Isn’t that what got Adam and Eve into all of that
bother?’


‘In a manner of speaking,’ said Count Rostov, raising
his knife upon high. ‘But at the sacred moment, as one era turns to another,
the Lamb will be reborn. With the death of this lamb so shall the new and
chosen one arise to lead the new and chosen people of God into the new world of
Eden.’


‘I am not entirely following this,’ I said to Barry.
‘But I’m getting the gist. Does my big moment come soon, do you think?’


‘Quite soon now, chief, yes,’ said Barry the sprout.


‘By the blood of the lamb let the new world order
begin!’


The arm of the count began to swing down –


Then ‘No!’ came a cry from a sitter.


This sitter rose, from a chair only a table or two
away from my own, so I had a pretty good view. He was rather an odd sitter
really. White tie, white shirt, white weskit, white gloves, black suit,
coal-black face as well, with rather white starey eyes.


‘Cease your evil schemes!’ the risen sitter cried.
‘I an’ I Al Jolson command you!’


‘What of this?’ the count cocked his head on
one side.


‘You must pay for your sins!’ shouted Jolson, making
mystic passes in the air.


‘Good for you, black chap,’ called someone.


‘Yes, bravo, foreign fellow,’ called another.


‘Stow it, whitey,’ said Al Jolson. ‘Or I’ll put a
cap in yo’ ass.’


‘He sort of mixes genres somewhat,’ I observed to
Barry.


‘But he is powerful with spells,’ said the sprout.
‘Which might prove interesting.’


‘Lay down the knife,’ said the blacked-up Al. 


‘I am not entirely clear,’ said Queen Victoria. ‘Is
this still part of the entertainment?’


‘Hush yo’ mouth, fat chick,’ said Al Jolson, which
did not endear him to the crowd.


Al Jolson waggled his fingers, spoke mumbled words
then shouted something possibly Creole. Sparks of electricity crackled at his
fingertips, branched out over the glassy floor and sprang towards the count.


The count stepped nimbly and took cover behind the Lamb
of God.


‘Don’t harm the lamb, you painted clown!’


The action was suddenly all at Al Jolson’s table.
Aleister Crowley had leapt from his seat and now biffed Mr Jolson on the nose.


The electrical sparkings fizzled and died as the
boot-blacked Al sought to defend himself against the other Al who was
pummelling upon him.


‘Not something you see every day,’ said Barry. ‘Two
black magicians having a punch up.’


Count Rostov’s bear-skinned head arose from behind
the vegetable lamb. ‘Shoot them both, my boys,’ he shouted. ‘Do what you have
been taught.’


They sprang as if from nowhere did those silly boys.
Or perhaps from places similar to that from which the Poppette had sprung, so
to speak.


‘Do you think the Poppette will sing another song, Barry?’
I asked.


‘Keep your mind focussed,’ said the sprout. ‘Things
are about to kick off.’


Those silly boys leapt with a will and a vigour, and
well-armed boys they were. Each had a bright shiny ray gun. And each was keen
to use it.


‘You’re under arrest,’ shouted one and he fired his
ray gun into the air. This brought down a considerable amount of plasterwork
onto the heads of folk at an adjacent table. They did not take kindly to that
and began to un-holster their weapons.


The two Als fought with enthusiasm, but no
particular skill. From what I could see of it, it appeared to be a lot of
girlish slapping, pinching and shouting abuse at each other.


‘This is part of the entertainment, isn’t
it, Albert?’


‘Yes, my dear, undoubtedly,’ but Albert cocked a
mechanical hand with an inbuilt Derringer.


The silly boys now shot at the fighters’ table. The
fighters rolled beneath it as cutlery melted and the lewd ice sculpture lost
its lusty tumescence.


Folk were firing back now. Well, back, or anywhere.


I wisely ducked as electrical beams crissed and
crossed the ballroom. A table took fire, champagne bottles exploded.


Count Rostov danced somewhat madly upon the stage
shouting. ‘Stop it at once,’ and ‘Please don’t damage the ballroom.’


Sir Jonathan Crawford guided Lady Agnes to a place
of safety behind a generously proportioned jardinière pot and stand.


‘This is all a bit of a shambles,’ said Sir Jonathan.
‘I will try and restore some order, you wait safely here.’


‘I do not wish you to come to harm,’ said her
ladyship.


‘Fear not,’ said Sir Jonathan. But fearing much, he
also added, ‘I love you.’


Sir Jonathan’s chums had brought their Purdeys on board
to shoot clay pigeons on the ship’s range. They had wisely carried them to the
ballroom, down their trouser legs.


‘Cock over,’ cried Binky Hartington, pressing a
cartridge into each of the three barrels of his triple twenty-bore fowling
piece. ‘Have some sport tonight. I think I’ll shoot the black chap.’


‘Black chap’s a goody, ain’t he?’ asked he of the Hanky-Panky-Poos.
‘Shoot that bounder Rostov, before he kills that lamb.’


‘Good show,’ Binky raised his Purdey to his
shoulder.


Then he said, ‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.’


‘Oh dear?’ asked he of the Hanky-Panky-Poos. ‘What’s
this oh dearing about?’


Binky pointed towards the stage, beyond the
fisticuffs that now extended to the dance floor proper, between the beams of
electrical energy that crissed and crossed the room. Upon the stage stood
Rostov with the lamb.


But next to them another stood. A vile look upon his
face, in his right hand a pistol, held against the head of Sophia Poppette,
whom he gripped by her delicate throat.


‘Cease this nonsense,’ he shouted, in the very
loudest of voices, ‘cease and lay down your weapons, or I will destroy the
Poppette.’


The boisterous crowd gave ear to these shouts. And
to he that did the shouting.


‘I mean what I say,’ said Atters, and he gave the
Poppette’s throat a vicious squeeze.
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Several thousand weapons being thrown to the crystal
glass floor did make a considerable racket. I felt that the diners’ response
would not have been quite agreed-upon had Atters held his pistol to the head of
Count Rostov instead of Sophia Poppette.


So it was a well-considered move by Atters, but –


‘What of this?’ I asked Barry.


‘Developments, chief, always developments.’


I was back in my chair now, as were many others. The
two Als, Jolson and Crowley, had ceased their girlish strugglings and huffily
re-seated themselves.


‘Do I have all of your attention?’ Atters
asked.


The toffs and toffettes, ladies, lords and royals mumbled
sulkily.


‘Louder!’ shouted Atters. ‘Let me hear you
say yes.’


‘Yes!’ All went, including Queen Victoria.


‘Well done.’ Atters turned his glare towards Count
Rostov. It was definitely a glare he had on him, rather than a casual glance or
a bit-of-a-stare. Atters glared Count Rostov very big daggers. ‘You useless
twerp,’ he said to the count. ‘Call yourself a master criminal.’


‘The new word is super criminal, actually,’ said the
count.


‘Oh do excuse me,’ Atters had certainly mastered the
art of sarcasm. ‘Super criminal, then. But you’re useless. Useless, I tell
you.’


‘Oh excuse me,’ said Count Rostov. ‘But I
never said that I was a super criminal.’


‘I wonder where this is leading,’ I said to
Barry.


‘Who cares, chief, I can’t ever recall seeing two
super criminals having a go at one another. This is a first in my opinion.’


‘I am not a super criminal,’ said the count.
‘I’m a goody.’


‘A goody!’ Atters laughed very hard at this.
‘Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha,’ he went.


‘That is good super criminal laughing,’ said
Queen Victoria.


‘Shut up, you old bat,’ said Atters.


‘One isn’t sure if one is amused,’ said the Queen.


‘Listen,’ said Count Rostov, whose eyes were only
upon the Poppette. ‘Please do not harm poor Sophia.’


‘Poor Sophia!’ Atters laughed once more. ‘You’re
rubbish, you are, you just are. And you must die for all your evil ways and I
will take this ship and do some evil of my own.’


‘I’ve never done any evil, honest,’ pleaded Rostov.
‘Everything I have put in place and everything that I will cause to happen is
for the good of Man and the universe.’


‘Toot,’ said Atters, cocking his pistol too.


‘But it’s true,’ the count fell to his knees. ‘The
new rivers across Africa will help to heal the world and restore the Garden.
And these folk here, when I said that each had been specially chosen to be
here, that is precisely what I meant. Chosen to be here and remain here
forever.’


‘What of this?’ asked various baffled folk at
various tables.


‘These people are the power of planet Earth. They are
the royal rulers, the controllers of government, the masters of the press, the
governors of industry. The high and mighty who rule the world beneath and the
others too.’


This did not go down well with the Jovians and
Venusians.


‘These people represent all that is corrupt and
foul, all that has caused the Garden to be concreted over and despoiled. I have
removed these people, these evil people, these destructive people from the
Earth, that the Earth might be reborn. That it might be repopulated also by a
new Adam and a new Eve. I have taken away the oppressors of the world,’ said
Count Rostov. ‘The generals that would lead men to war. The leaders who order
these generals. All such leaders, such merchants of death are now here aboard The
Leviathan. And here they will stay, forever. I have created this ship to be
a paradise in itself. The horse walks, the great glass house, the restaurants
and bars, the glamorous entertainments. Here is luxury enough to please all.
And all will remain here and will be treated kindly. I have myself consumed the
elixir of life. I am an immortal and I will bestow immortality upon all who are
now aboard this vessel.’


‘This is quite clever stuff,’ I said to Barry. ‘I
can’t say that I was actually expecting this.’


‘It will all end in tears,’ said Barry the sprout,
the dismal little sod.


‘Fascinating stuff,’ said Atters, in that sarcastic
tone once again. ‘But regrettably it will not come to pass. Almost everyone on
this vessel hates you, Rostov. They all hold you in utter contempt and most of
them seek to kill you. Am I right?’ He glared at his audience.


His audience glared back and many of them nodded
grudgingly.


‘Well, I suppose you can’t please all of the people
all of the time,’ said Count Rostov. ‘But I feel this conversation has gone on
long enough and as I can now see that my boy snipers are all in place I would
suggest that you release Sophia, lay down your gun and raise your hands in the
air.’


‘Not so fast!’ Atters, the utter cad that he was,
ducked down behind the Poppette. There was a bit of unseen scrabbling about,
then his gun was once more to be seen pointing at the Poppette’s head. But his
other hand no longer held her by the throat, instead it held another brass
contrivance with another blood red button.


‘That really is a super criminal thing, isn’t
it Barry?’ I said.


‘And what of this?’ asked Queen Victoria,
clapping her hands together.


‘This,’ said Atters, ‘is a very simple
signalling device.’


‘A bit of a let-down,’ I said.


‘Which will signal your destruction, Rostov.’


‘Better,’ I said. ‘Should we duck once more, Barry?’


‘Earlier this evening,’ said Atters. ‘I entered the
operations room that houses The Leviathan’s electric force field
controls.’


‘Ooooh,’ went the audience.


‘Ooooh,’ I went too.


‘And I shot dead the operators and blew up all the
equipment.’


‘Oooooh,’ went the audience.


‘You did what?’ went the count.


‘The Leviathan now hangs helpless in space.
Vulnerable to any attack.’


‘Ooooh,’ went the audience. Then, ‘Oh no!’


And ‘Oh no!’ too went the count.


‘My name is not really Michael Fiddly-Diddly-Doo-Dah-Macgillycuddy
Attree, or whatever it was that I said it was. I am Space Pirate Admiral Zergon
Startrouser from the Jovian moon Trubshaw.’


‘Ooooh,’ went the audience one more time and someone
shouted, ‘Shame on you.’


‘Shame on me?’ Atters laughed a hearty
‘Mwah-ha-ha. Shame on you. All of you. I have known the
discrimination for being a half-breed. Half Jovian, half Earther, neither one
thing or the other and despised by both.’


‘Doesn’t that make him a rather sympathetic super
villain?’ I whispered to Barry. ‘He’d be better as a hero, wouldn’t he?’


‘Do put a sock in it, chief, if you will.’


‘Even now,’ shouted Zergon Startrouser, ‘the space
pirate ship Umma Gumma, captained by the merciless F-Stop Bell-Franchise,
master of The Fierce, approaches The Leviathan. And when I press
this button they will receive the order to open fire upon this defenceless
liner.’


‘Excuse me, please,’ the voice was Queen Victoria’s.


‘Madam?’ said Zergon Startrouser, bowing with his
button.


‘Why?’ asked the Queen.


‘Why what?’


‘Why are you ordering this hummer-bummer –’


‘Umma Gumma,’ said Zergon.


‘Quite. Why are you ordering this craft to fire upon
one?’


‘I thought I had made that clear,’ said Zergon. ‘I hate
you. I hate all of you. It is my wish to loot and pillage this craft, murder
all the men, have my evil way with the ladies, then destroy this ship with all
lives lost, and poodle on back to Trubshaw. Job done.’


‘You utter cad!’ cried someone.


‘Swine more like,’ cried another.


‘Do not press the button,’ said the count.


‘Oh yes I will,’ laughed the evil Mr Startrouser.
‘Oh yes I will indeed, indeed, indeed.’


‘If the hull of The Leviathan is punctured,’
wailed the count, and he had a wail on now, ‘the ship’s structure will lose its
integrity and fall in upon itself. You will die along with the rest of us.’


‘Hmmph,’ went Zergon. ‘Well, that might be true.’


‘It is true,’ said the count.


‘Perhaps.’


‘There is no perhaps about it.’


‘One or two people might survive. I might be
one of them.’


‘That’s nonsense,’ said Count Rostov. ‘Hand over the
contrivance with the red button, put your hands up and we’ll say no more about
it.’


‘I think not,’ said Zergon and he pressed his
thumb upon the blood red button.


‘Best not do it,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


Zergon turned his head and found himself glaring
into the barrel of Sir Jonathan’s shiny ray gun.


‘Lay down your contrivance and unhand the lady,’
said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


The folk at the table didn’t cheer yet. For things
were not quite resolved.


‘I will count to ten,’ said Sir Jonathan Crawford.


‘Don’t do it backwards!’ shouted someone. ‘Counting
down from ten backwards always ends with an explosion.’


‘Good point,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘One-two-three-four-five–’


‘A bit slower surely,’ said Zergon.


‘Eight – nine –’


Zergon swung about, flung the Poppette towards Sir Jonathan,
jumped down from the stage and took to his heels.


With the beautiful girl in his arms, as befitted a
hero, Sir Jonathan Crawford took a casual aim and shot Zergon Startrouser dead.


The folk at the tables made loud their applause.


Zergon Startrouser fell on the blood red button.
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There was a silence. A very big silence. A deep and
profound big silence. Those who had been near enough to see what had occurred
began this silence by suddenly being silent. And this silence spread, like a
soundless ripple right to the back of the ballroom.


I broke this silence and whispered to Barry. ‘Are we
all now going to die?’


Barry said nothing. He was a silent sprout.


‘Well now,’ the silence was broken by Count Rostov.
‘Wasn’t that most entertaining.’ The count now took a bow.


And the folk at their tables cheered. They cheered
and they clapped and some who wore hats even threw these hats into the air. 


It had all been an entertainment. A whimsy. A thrilling
piece of theatre.


‘What is going on?’ I said to Barry.


‘Now, now, now,’ said Count Rostov, straightening
his bearskin hat. ‘There is nothing to fear, all is well.’


I confess that I had become quite confused and I was
clearly not alone in this. The ship might not have come under attack, but there
was still that matter of the count holding all these people captive here for
ever and forever, while he established some kind of new world order on the
planet beneath us.


‘One is done,’ said Queen Victoria, arising from her
chair. ‘All most amusing, Rostov. One might say thrilling. But the secret, one
is reliably informed, is in knowing when to stop.’


‘Dear lady,’ said Count Rostov, his long knife once
more held high in his hand. ‘Dear lady please remain seated. You must receive
my gift to you. You must taste the flesh of the Lamb of God. The holy
Borametz.’


‘One has eaten one’s fill,’ said Her Majesty. ‘Come,
Albert.’


Albert wound up his clockwork pelvis, ‘Coming my
dear,’ said he.


‘No, no, no,’ said the count. ‘Not until you have
tasted the flesh of the lamb. For it is the flesh of the lamb that will bestow
immortality upon you.’


‘Is that true?’ I whispered to Barry.


‘So the legend goes, chief.’


‘Not a legend you thought to mention before?’


Silly boys were dragging the body of Zergon
Startrouser from the ballroom. I noticed that the bigger boy had picked up the
brass contrivance with the big red button and was examining it inquisitively.


‘I offer immortality,’ Count Rostov cried. ‘Who
amongst you will refuse this offer?’


There were murmurings now a-plenty. After all this
was a special offer.


The knife flashed in Count Rostov’s hand.


His blade came sweeping down.


‘No please,’ Sophia Poppette flung herself in front
of the vegetable lamb. ‘You must not slaughter the Borametz,’ she cried.


‘But I must,’ replied Count Rostov. ‘And I do it for
you. You who must play Eve in the new formed Garden.’


Eve?


Now further murmurings occurred amongst the folk
present. That Eve was going to need an Adam, they knew. And each man present,
including dear Albert, and I admit myself to a small degree although I was not
nearly old enough, felt themselves to be the ideal candidate to take on this
favourable position (which you can take any way you wish). ‘Slaughter the
lamb!’ cried someone.


Another cried, ‘Two slices for me if you please.’


Another shouted, ‘I’ll have a trotter, or do lambs
have hooves?’


Another shouted, ‘Cease!’ and this one
shouted loudly.


Now, as I was brought up in the nineteen-fifties I
did, as other boys of my time did, read an awful lot of super hero comics. We
had Superman, of course, and Batman too, Wonder Woman and Aquaman and Dick
Cheddar, Man of Cheese, but he wasn’t much good. I had a very soft
spot for superheroes, especially if the superheroes were ladies.


There was something about a well-knit woman mostly
without her clothes that I found appealing.


And the one who now surprised us all, wasn’t too
burdened by fabric. She leapt up onto the stage and snatched the knife from
Count Rostov, she flung it over a naked shoulder and it went thunk! into
a faraway wall.


‘Who?’ and ‘What?’ and ‘Why?’ the count shouted.


And some knew what and why.


I heard further murmurings amongst the menfolk
present and I heard the name of ‘Lady Raygun.’


Lady Raygun stood upon the stage, legs akimbo and
hands upon hips, very much in the manner of principle boy in a popular panto.
She was indeed a fine looking woman, spare and svelte and things of that
nature, stunningly. She wore a rubber gasmask that completely covered her head,
her shapely frame was clothed by an embossed brass corset affair which rose to
cover her breasts, matching brass wrist bands, a short sectioned leather skirt
and high-buttoned boots with quite preposterous heels.


‘I am Lady Raygun,’ said this marvellous being. ‘The
time for talk is over. You must die.’


The count cried, ‘You cannot kill me, I’m immortal.’


The Lady said. ‘But I can try.’


And then she was on him most violently.


Count Rostov put up a good fight though.


The two biffed and banged about at each other in a
truly epic fashion, crashing all about the stage. The count lost his bearskin
and those near enough to notice were surprised to see that he had a teddy-bear
tattooed on the top of his head.


The Poppette was dragging the vegetable lamb away on
the portable trolley. Sir Jonathan was helping a bit, but not a great
deal as he was clearly enjoying the battle. For even if Lady Raygun wore a mask
to disguise her identity, the man who had spent the last few days mostly in bed
with Lady Agnes Rutherford, was not slow to recognise that she was Lady
Raygun.


Folk now were upping it from their chairs. I heard
someone shout, ‘She’s getting away with that lamb and I want a slice.’ And
other shouts echoed this sentiment.


Chairs were being flung aside, guns were lifted from
the floor and folk were moving forward.


I glanced towards the stage, then back towards the
fractious folk. And in between I saw a single figure.


This figure was the bigger boy.


Who shook the brass contrivance about.


And pushed the big red button.
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‘The promise of immortality doth make murderers of
us all,’ I believe Shakespeare almost said. They started shooting each other
with a will. They fought and tumbled across the dance floor, struggling to get
up to the stage. And some of them probably would have done so. The fittest, the
most violent, the most desperate. That was a survival of the fittest kind of
thing really, I suppose. None of them made it however.


For suddenly there came the first explosion.


On board the Umma Gumma, the patiently
waiting pirates had received the signal from the blood red buttoned
contrivance. The Leviathan’s electrical defences are down, move
in for the kill, destroy and plunder.


Captain F-Stop Bell-Franchise manned the ship’s
prang cannon. There was nothing quite like a prang cannon for inflicting really
serious damage on an enemy craft. Captain F-Stop swung himself about in a
little glazed pimple-turret affair atop the Umma Gumma and sent bolts of
prang skimmering through space and into the unprotected Crystal Palace
greenhouse that diamond-glittered in the light of God.


Pane after pane after pane after pane exploded.
Atmosphere bled from the great glass house uprooting magical beautiful plants
and dragging them out into space.


Within the ballroom lights flickered dreadfully, the
chandeliers shook and pictures fell from the walls of watered silk.


‘Your moment is about to come,’ said Barry.


‘My death you mean. How are we going to escape?’


Prang, prang, prang, prang, prang, prang, went
Captain F-Stop’s cannon. The glazed roof of the great ship’s Rotten Row
disintegrated, grazing horses spiralled to oblivion.


And it was murder on the dance floor!


I caught a glimpse of Albert, leading the Great
Queen away. But other than that I saw only fighting.


And I could see the point, I suppose. The
ship was under attack, everyone was likely to be killed. Everyone, that would
be, except those who could not be killed. Those who had tasted the flesh
of the Lamb of God.


Those of whom had then become immortal.


Sir Jonathan Crawford was taking on all comers.
Deftly booting back those who tried to climb onto the stage, dodging beams of
electrical energy fired at him by disapproving would-be diners of delicate
gourmet lamb flesh. The Poppette was struggling and Lady Raygun had the count
down and was soundly putting the boot in.


The pilot of the Umma Gumma swung his
steering wheel and drew the spaceship slowly along the length of The
Leviathan. The Umma Gumma’s starboard guns opened fire, tearing into
the panoramic windows of the numerous restaurants and bars. Wicker chairs and
chromium tables, champagne bottles, cocktail sticks and cocktail waiters too
poured from the numerous wounds in the side of the ship.


‘Shoot ‘em up, chaps,’ called the captain. ‘May The
Fierce be with us all this day.’


The Leviathan shuddered, as a vast maimed
whale. As air bled from it, the ship gave piteous groans.


‘We are all doomed!’ cried Count Rostov. ‘The ship
is breaking up. We all will die.’


Stanchions and bulkheads buckled and folded, the
silver sides of the space liner puckered and creased.


‘Oh no no no no no,’ I cried, as suddenly The
Leviathan slewed to starboard side. Tables took to sliding over the
polished crystal floor. Folk were dragged with these tables, squeezed by them,
pushed before them, trapped beneath them. The gunfire ceased. The screaming
began. Chairs flew, crockery, glassware everything tumbled.


I caught a glimpse of Lady Raygun banging Count
Rostov’s head on the floor of the stage. Of Sir Jonathan protecting the lamb. Of
Sophia Poppette kneeling and in prayer. Of turmoil, chaos, bowling people.


Then I saw the really terrible thing.


It slid into view, beneath the dancehall floor. An
ugly knobbly horrible space ship. Grinning faces in its portholes, dark and terrible
weapons pointing at us.


‘Oh no, Barry, no!’ I shouted.


But it was yes. A terrible yes. The Umma Gumma
opened fire upon us.


‘To the lifeboats!’ somebody shouted.


Which seemed to me a very fine idea indeed.


The explosion lifted the stage from its mountings
and flung it in pieces about. There was a ghastly croaking sound as air rushed
out into space. The broken pieces of stage were quickly sucked through the hole
beneath. Screaming folk were swallowed by space. It was awful.


I clung to a table that had wedged itself against
one of the Doric columns which held up the ceiling. Folk were bowling by me now,
bound for a hideous fate.


‘To the lifeboats,’ I tried to say, but air was
rapidly becoming a past luxury. As I clung desperately, I saw the bigger boy
tumbling over and over in my direction, tumbling on his way to a vacuumous
grave.


I ducked my head as he bowled by, but then I reached
out my hand. And just, with no time at all to spare I caught that boy by his
collar. Caught the bigger boy and saved his life.


‘Come on,’ I sort of squawked, for shouting was out
of the question. ‘We have to get to a lifeboat. Come on now.’


The bigger boy climbed over me, and together we
clung to what we could and made our way out of the ballroom.


We were not alone in doing this. The corridors were
now crammed with fleeing folk, caring little for anyone but themselves. I
pushed the bigger boy before me. He looked very frightened.


‘Go on,’ I told him. ‘Everything will be fine.’


Things however were anything but fine and as we
struggled amidst the panicking passengers, the bad ship Umma Gumma moved
in for the kill.


‘Sink ‘em boys!’ cried the captain. Somewhat caught
up in the moment.


I was suddenly in an empty corridor, empty that is
but for me and the bigger boy.


‘This is a short cut to the lifeboats,’ he said and
we ran along with haste.


Ahead I could see two little pods hanging down and
one was open. Boys waved from this opening. The silly boys. We were saved.


The bigger boy leapt into the lifeboat pod pulled in
by his fellows. I struggled to enter but silly boys pushed me back. 


‘No room at the inn,’ they shouted, which I did not
find funny.


‘Let me in you sods,’ I said. But they slammed the
door upon me.


‘Damn and blast,’ I said to Barry. And then The
Leviathan gave another shudder.


‘Into the lifeboat pod next door, chief. And do make
it quick.’


 


In slow motion, for how could there be any other way,
The Leviathan crumpled in upon itself. That mighty vessel, that showboat
of space, a thing of beauty and wonder shrivelled and shuddered and shrank.


 Lifeboat pods, but not many, were making away from
the crippled ship.


All in slow motion.


Sir Jonathan pushing Lady Agnes into a lifeboat,
then falling back into the maniac crowd.


Count Rostov, a look of horror upon his bruised and
battered countenance, slowly slowly slowly losing his grip on what gripping he
had and slowly plunging into space and down toward the planet of his birth.


Some, who certainly did not deserve the safety of
the lifeboat pods had found it, others more deserving sadly had not.


The Leviathan sagged and twisted and
fractured.


Then fell from the arms of Our Lady of Space.


To the waiting Earth below.
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So here was I then. Sitting in my tin can, far above
the Moon. Planet Earth was blue, but I had no wish to continue in this fashion
for fear of future copyright infringement.


The Leviathan was gone. Debris spiralled
through the night-cloaked vault of space. I saw most of Queen Victoria’s Royal
Space Yacht Britannia go tumbling by and the Empress of both India and
Mars waved to me from a porthole.


I saw other survivors too, in atmospheric suits,
clinging to furniture, looking somewhat forlorn and dejected, but at least
alive.


And all around and about and beyond, though I could
not see her.


I could feel her be.


Our Lady of Space.


I saw too the Poppette, out there floating. Alive
and naked, both of which I might have found equally shocking, but did not. For
both seemed utterly right.


She was there because she was part of space.


The daughter of Our Lady.


She swam towards my lifeboat and she smiled. I
smiled back and waved my hand and then the Poppette vanished.


Sophia Poppette.


I would come to know in a future time that Sophia
means wisdom, as in the Wisdom of God.


I would learn too, in a totally unconnected way,
that Agnes Rutherford’s name held great significance.


For Agnes is derived from Agnus and Agnus
Dei means Lamb of God.


And it was because of a vegetable lamb that all of
this had come about.


At that moment I understood so very much. I
understood that the fantastic world my granddad spoke about, where the War of
the Worlds had actually happened and space liners circled the Earth in the
nineteen-twenties had existed. Did exist.


That all which had gone before and led up to this had
existed. And would exist too in a parallel universe, one of many many other
such universes. But one no longer connected to our own. Because through all
that had happened and what I had experienced, the two worlds had
separated and there would no longer be a connection other than as fiction. With
my granddad’s world and the one that I grew up in in the nineteen-fifties.


Because.


Because in that other alternative universe, Mankind
had been given another chance. A chance to make things right with God. To
return to the Garden. And I had played my part in that.


And suddenly it all fell into place.


All of it made sense. The reason why my older self had
volunteered his younger self to take on this dangerous mission. Why I had
achieved everything that I had.


‘Barry!’ I cried. ‘I see it all now. I do.’


‘Oh, woh-what?’ went Barry. ‘What is going on?’


‘Wake up,’ I said, ‘and listen.’


‘I wasn’t asleep, chief. I had business elsewhere.
In the twenty-first century with my good friend Elvis Presley.’


‘Elvis Presley?’ I said, ‘I’m still not sure that I
believe you know Elvis.’


‘Long story, chief. And not one to be told here. But
if you’d like to hear it I could do no better than to recommend the Kindle
edition of The Armageddon Trilogy, published by Far Fetched Books and
available at a knock down price on Amazon.’


‘The river Amazon?’ I said.


‘It’s a future thing, chief, don’t let it bother
you.’


‘It doesn’t,’ I said. ‘For I have had a revelation.’


‘Funnily enough, Elvis was just saying that.
And every time he says that things always go direly wrong.’


‘Well not this time,’ I said. ‘Because this
is my revelation and everything falls into place.’


Barry sighed. ‘Go on then, chief, let’s hear it.’


‘It’s all about me,’ I told Barry.


‘Well that does surprise me, chief.’


‘Listen,’ I said, ‘and you’ll learn. I came to this
time to do what had to be done. And what had to be done did get done, didn’t it
Barry?’


‘We can agree on that, chief. It did get
done.’


‘And I played a major part in this doing.’


‘We couldn’t have done it without you, chief,’ said
Barry.


‘Quite so. And I have figured it out. Just think,
Barry. Who was it who travelled to Venus and there became part of the Lamb?’


‘That was you, chief,’ said Barry.


‘And then visited God.’


‘You, chief, you.’


‘And in the company of whom?’


‘A bunch of silly boys, chief.’


‘A bunch of innocent boys, Barry. Twelve innocent
boys. Twelve, Barry, a significant figure, you will agree.’


‘If you say so, chief.’


‘I do. I set out upon a quest, a pilgrimage, a
voyage of discovery, a crusade. I suffered, I starved, I was tempted from my
duties, but I held fast and –’


‘Where is this leading, chief?’


‘Don’t pretend you don’t know, Barry. You are part
of this because you are part of me, my holy guardian angel. Barry, I know now
who I am. Why I was put through all of this and the significance of the twelve
boys. The twelve disciples, Barry.


‘I am the one whose job it is to set things alright.


‘I am the one who must return Man to the Garden.


‘I am the Chosen One, Barry. I am the one who will
join the Poppette in the Garden. Be the new Adam to her Eve, Barry. But not just
Adam, not this time.


‘I am the New Messiah.’
















 


 


There was a moment of silence then.


Then Barry began to laugh.


 


‘You can’t laugh, you little sod,’ I told Barry.
‘Why are you laughing, why?’


‘I am laughing,’ said Barry, ‘because you have got
it so wrong. Not altogether wrong, just a rather important bit wrong. You were
close though. You see, chief, you were sent here to save the life of the bigger
boy. That was your mission. That was the reason you were sent. To achieve that
goal and save his life. Which you did, if you will recall.’


‘In an act of selfless bravery,’ I said. ‘As a true
Messiah would.’


‘Yes chief. It needed doing, it really did, because
you see there is a New Messiah, but it isn’t you. It is the bigger boy, chief.
He will play Adam to Sophia Poppette’s Eve. And……’ Barry laughed some more. ‘I
am really going to need a page of my own to say this chief.’


‘What?’ I said. ‘And why?’


‘Because, chief –’
















 


 


 


 


 


 


‘YOU ARE NOT
THE MESSIAH


YOU’RE JUST A
VERY NAUGHTY BOY.’


 


 


 


 


Applause.
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‘I don’t get it,’ I said to Barry.


‘No, but many will.’


‘But neither do I believe it,’ I said. ‘It all makes
sense. It does. Oh go on, Barry, own up. I am the Messiah, aren’t I?’


‘Sadly no, chief. Well, not sadly really. But
I can tell you with absolute sincerity, you are not the Messiah.’


‘But just a naughty boy?’ I said, most glumly. ‘Not
the Messiah at all.’


‘Not the Messiah at all, chief, sorry. And now it is
time for you to go home. Because our work here is done.’


‘Hmph,’ I grumped. ‘I am not happy with this.’


‘You’ll be happy enough back home on your school
summer holidays, chief.’


I sighed sadly. ‘Well,’ said I. ‘I will have
a tale to tell.’


‘A tale to tell?’ said Barry. ‘Will you indeed?’


‘I certainly will, you little green stinker. I shall
write up my adventures into a best-selling book. I expect I will be a
millionaire author before I reach the age of twelve.’


‘I doubt that, you schmuck,’ said Barry.


‘Don’t,’ I said. ‘I have the talent. ‘I will write
it up.’


‘You won’t,’ said Barry.


‘I will.’


‘You won’t.’


‘And tell me why I will not.’


‘Because chief, you won’t remember any of this. When
I drop you back to Brentford in your school summer holidays I will do so at a
moment just before you open the shed on the allotment where you met the
Venusian and this adventure began. But this time the shed will be empty. There
will be no Venusian. You will have done all this, but to you it will be as if
you did not. You will not recall anything.’


‘You spiteful little sod,’ I said to Barry. ‘You
nasty little green – why would you do this to me?’


‘Only following orders, chief. Recall that it is
your older self who volunteers his younger self for a mission to travel through
time. If your older self could remember all the experiences his younger self had
had here, he’d probably try to do things differently in the cause of self-aggrandisement.
And things would not get done properly at all.’


‘I give you my word,’ I said to Barry.


‘And I am sure I could trust it. But this is the way
it must be. And there is something else you should bear in mind.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Well, I don’t even like you, chief. I think you’re
an obnoxious little tick.’


‘Thanks very much indeed,’ I said. ‘And up yours
too, you blighter.’


‘And you volunteered for this mission, chief.
I didn’t. I’m busy with Elvis. I didn’t want to get involved in this.
But I was given my orders by Terrance. And you just don’t argue with Terrance.’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘I’m speechless. I don’t know quite
what to say.’


‘How about, goodbye, chief?’ said Barry.


‘Well, all right,’ I said. ‘Goodbye.’


‘And we did have some fun, didn’t we, chief?’


‘Well, actually I had lots of fun,’ I said. ‘It was
very exciting. And I got to fly a spaceship and meet God and save the
New Messiah. So yes, it was fun. Real fun.’


‘Good, chief,’ said Barry. ‘Then let me take you
home.’


‘And I won’t remember?’


‘Sorry, chief.’


‘I expect it is all for the best.’


‘Quite so.’


 


Then things whirred and whizzed and all of a sudden
I was back there upon the allotment. There by the daddy’s shed.


 


‘Something weird just happened,’ I said.


But I never found out just what.


 


However………
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


I did find that I was tightly
clutching something


rather strange. A little seed pod
kind of thing, the 


like of which I had no knowledge
of ever seeing


before.


 


‘I’ll take that home and plant it in a pot,’ I said to
myself. ‘You never know, something interesting might come out of it.’


 


And I went home to my mother.


 


Who looked me up and down and asked me, ‘Why are you
wearing that dear little sailor suit?’


 


 


THE
END
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