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Praise for Edith & Oliver

‘The novel tells a painfully sad tale, but Forbes imbues it with such wit and tenderness for her damaged characters that it remains a pleasure to read’

A Sunday Times Culture Must Read

‘Engaging … [Forbes] is an award-winning theatre, television and film actor, and her insight into the world of performance and talent – particularly wasted talent turned rancid – is astute. Oliver’s hubris – his downfall – is striking in his increasingly wretched attempts at stardom’

Irish Times

‘Forbes writes beautifully on the hard, peripatetic reality of theatre life behind the greasepaint and glamour. She is also particularly insightful on the internal torment of a man brought down by the slow growth of self-deception … shimmering’

Daily Mail

‘A finely written love story … lyrical and evocative’

Belfast Telegraph

‘The long gone vaudeville word is engagingly brought to life … Forbes’s debut novel Ghost Moth was highly praised. This atmospheric follow-up by the Belfast-born author deserves to be equally well regarded’

Sunday Business Post

‘Edith & Oliver brilliantly evokes the seedy ambience of the old music halls and the tantalising promise of glamour and fame that keeps its performers going … It is an often heartbreaking story but Michèle Forbes invests it with wit, grace and tender understanding’

BBC History magazine

‘A heart-wrenching follow-up to the well-praised Ghost Moth’

Irish Country Magazine

Praise for Ghost Moth

‘Clever, unpredictable, beautifully written and crafted – Ghost Moth stayed with me for a long time after I’d finished reading the final, sad, wonderful page’

Roddy Doyle

‘Deeply – sometimes erotically – charged. The writing soaks up the world, and thrills to the beauty of it … Katherine Bedford – so ordinary and so passionate – is a heroine to treasure’

Anne Enright

‘Delicate and unusual … outstanding’

Guardian

‘A bountiful river of lovely images, fresh and perfect, a triumphant story both familiar and strange. A stellar debut’

Sebastian Barry

‘An impressive debut by a writer who is not afraid to address the so-called ordinary lives of real human beings’

John Banville

‘This beautifully written first novel is about the kind of love that can never be blotted out … a tender, heart-breaking story’

The Times

‘Mesmerising … this haunting novel will linger in your mind’

Sunday Mirror
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‘This is how he grows: by being defeated, decisively by constantly greater beings.’

‘The Man Watching’
Rainer Maria Rilke, 1901
Translation by Robert Bly


I

fire And wood
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One
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Dublin, 1922

Starlings quiver on the black trees as Edith removes her hat. She wants to feel the wind about her head, the pure stoke of it, whipping her hair up all out of order. She wants to sense the briny sting of the sea against her brow, the pluck and tug of it upon her lips and cheeks. The spring sun has turned the water white, as though there is a vast field of snow stretching before her towards Howth, not sea.

She stands on Carlisle Pier, brittle, twig-like. Her silhouette against the milky sky as dark as the starlings on the black trees beyond. Her hair is a riot, wild strands of it waving Dun Laoghaire goodbye, waving him goodbye, rising and spiking like flickering black flames against the white. In her left hand she holds a soft leather bag and now her hat. In her right a suitcase, one of its clasps secured with string. Slung over her shoulder by a loop of rope is a small wooden box, her daughter’s portable garden: alpines, nubbles of limestone, miniature ferns, tiny narcissi. As light as a bag of apples.

She leans into the wind as razorbills strain to hover overhead, her eyes following the contours of a landscape she will never see again. In the distance the elegant purple hills, below them the esplanade, closer still the black trees. She can hear the sound of the church bell rising from the town, then the calls from the porters. The mailboat is to depart for Holyhead, its funnels already spewing rills of black smoke into the early morning sky.

‘Let’s go,’ her daughter says to her.

She does not move. She cannot bear to leave him.

‘Let’s go,’ her daughter says again.

Setting down her luggage for a moment, she gathers her hair. She puts on her hat, tugs the rim of it down to shade her eyes. Before she boards the boat she wipes away the tears that are now running down her face and tells her daughter they are only caused by the wind.


Two
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Belfast, 1906

Oliver has no idea where he is, or why he is where he is. There’s a dense fog in his brain. His head feels as though it has been split in two. His throat is sore, his tongue leaden, and his lips feel as though they are sutured together like barnacle to rock. He opens his eyes slowly, can make out only dark irregular shapes in the room, whatever room it is he’s in.

He shudders, looks down at himself. He is dressed only in his underpants, a white cotton blur in the gloom. A sharp worry creases his brain. Try as he might he cannot latch on to any detail which will help him explain why he is on the floor in such a state of undress. He squints as he looks around him. Eventually a shape takes form on the other side of the room. A face? He holds his focus as best he can. It’s a face all right, but it’s the pale face of a clock, its large hands signalling seven – in the morning, he assumes by the weak light inching round the window frame, but what morning? And why is he slouched against someone else’s furniture and not in his own bed? Then he remembers. Jesus, the party, Fred Felix’s party! Last night – after the 8.45 – I’m in Felix’s dressing room – must be?

He hears a gentle snore close to him. God! There’s someone else in the room with him, and him practically buck-naked. Then another thought – maybe they’re just as naked as he is. Struggling to turn on to his knees; he feels an icy pain like a knife in his head. His back aches. He grabs on to the corner of the chaise longue against which he is slouched. As he pushes himself up on to his feet he feels something hard in his right hand. He opens it to find a small, white object. A stone? He looks closer. Sees its irregular shape. A charm from a bracelet, perhaps? He walks stiffly over to the window, pulls at the limp curtains. A spill of innocent morning light pours into the room. The air now furry with dust.

Oliver looks down at his open hand. He’s holding a large molar, bloodied at its root, a sinewy fragment of vein and flesh attached to it and a cloud of blood on his skin. The fingertips of his other hand are covered in blood. Oliver immediately checks his mouth, stuffing his fingers in to feel his teeth and gums. Nothing is missing. Whose tooth am I holding, then? He looks at the molar with alarm and disgust. What in God’s name happened last night? And where are my clothes?

He walks unsteadily over to a figure lying on the floor. As he bends over to get a closer look his head buzzes, his stomach goes into spasm, feels as though it’s being folded a thousand times over. Slowly the figure takes form and he realises it’s a woman sprawled out on top of his clothes. One part of her skirt is hitched up to her waist and his Prussian blue cravat, which he doesn’t even remember wearing at the party last night, is tied around her thigh. She is sleeping soundly. There is blood around her mouth. He draws back, worried. Is it her tooth he’s holding in his hand?

He pushes her shoulder gently but she does not stir. He hears another snore, but this time from the other side of the room. He turns towards the sound, approaches it cautiously. The shape he finds huddled in the corner turns out to be Fred Felix, the host of last night’s party, dressed in the blue chiffon evening dress which Oliver now vaguely remembers the young barrel jumper Elsie Smart wearing when she arrived. Felix’s legs and feet are bare. His hairpiece – damn it, I knew it was a bloody wig – has been removed. Across his pasty bald head someone has written the words ‘Go to Hell’ in bright red lipstick. Oliver turns back to the woman. He bends down and tugs at his clothes. The woman doesn’t move. He places the bloodied tooth on the table beside him, which is littered with empty beer bottles and plates, and wipes his hand on his underpants. Then he pulls hard at his clothes, freeing his shirt and trousers. The woman rolls over on to her front. He searches for his socks – somehow he’d feel less vulnerable with his socks on. He finds them and slips one on his right foot with great difficulty, then the other on his left. Slowly he dresses himself but it seems as though he is getting colder the more clothes he puts on, not warmer. Shivers run through every muscle in his body.

He moves slowly across the room, realising now that he’s in the kitchen of the Empire Theatre and not in Fred Felix’s dressing room. At what stage of the evening’s proceedings did they migrate to the kitchen? He needs something hot to drink. Tea, yes, tea would help – no, maybe something cold, water, just water – no, tea would be better. He gradually makes it to the sink near the window and fills a small kettle with water. He turns on the gas of the two-ringed stove. As he places the kettle on the ring he lifts his head to the mirror on the wall in front of him. A ghostly face stares back. Oh Jesus, Mary and sweet Saint Joseph – this is certainly the worst hangover he has ever had. How much in God’s name did he drink? He looks closer at his face in the mirror. There is blood around his lips. He splashes water on his face and wipes the blood away with the back of his hand. He stands clutching on to the edge of the sink waiting for the kettle to boil. It feels as though it is taking an interminably long time. Finally it whistles feebly, a screeching inside his brain. He empties the green metal teapot and puts two large spoonfuls of tea into it, then pours in the boiling water. He waits this time for the tea to draw. Again, it feels torturous. He might as well make a cup of tea for the woman, at least then he’ll be able to ask for his Prussian blue cravat – too much of a liberty to untie it from her thigh while she’s asleep. If she woke up while he was retrieving it, how would he explain himself? He pours out two cups of tea, and brings one over to the woman. He pulls her body round and shakes her. She doesn’t respond. He shakes her again. She opens her eyes and immediately flinches at the light, dropping her chin to her chest.

‘Hello … em … how are you?’ he asks.

The woman eventually lifts her head and with bleary eyes stares at his mouth as though wondering what it is.

‘How am I … or … who am I?’ she replies, her voice croaking.

‘How are you? Are you all right?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I made you some tea.’

‘Oh … thank you.’

The woman pushes herself up into a sitting position with some difficulty and takes the cup of tea from Oliver. He looks at her face. Blood is crusted around her mouth, a ring of stale ale visible on her upper lip. She has the beginnings of a black eye.

‘Oh … thank you,’ she groans.

‘Sorry,’ he says tentatively.

‘Shorry?’

‘Yes, I’m sorry,’ Oliver continues politely, ‘but I think I’ve removed one of your molars.’ He lifts the tooth from the table and shows it to her.

The woman looks puzzled. ‘Did I ashk you? I musht have ashked you. That tooth wash giving me sho much bother.’

Oliver meekly hands it back to her. They both stare at it in her palm. There is an embarrassed silence. If neither of them remember him ramming his hand into her mouth and wrenching out her molar, what other heightened intimate encounter do they not remember?

The woman looks up at Oliver.

‘And, come to think of it – who are you?’ Oliver says.

‘I’m Edith.’ The woman meekly reaches out her hand to him.

He shakes it. ‘Pleased to meet you, Edith.’

‘Edith Foshter. Pleashed to meet you too. You’re Oliver Fleck – the Illushionist.’

‘I am.’

‘A wonderful performance lasht night,’ she says flatly, then rubs her head.

A beat while Oliver contemplates what she might be referring to. ‘Oh,’ he says realising. ‘Thank you. Yes, I had a new illusion which seemed to go down well …’ He sighs audibly with the effort of speaking.

Edith attempts to stand and Oliver helps her to her feet. Holding on to his arm, she sways from side to side. She is an odd little thing, he thinks, tipping thirty perhaps, and for a small woman has a tall woman’s nose. Even though she’s smiling – a strange, placatory crumpled smile – the natural fall of her face gives her a serious look, almost angry. Her skin is delicate and creamy. Her dark green eyes are peppered with violet (echoed now by the rising violet bruise on the right side of her face). Her eyebrows have a noble arc to them, he notes, and although most of her cinnamon brown hair is gathered at the back of her head in a loose bun like a bird’s nest, one long thick strand of it falls across her shoulder. She wears a plainly fashioned dress of black merino with a thin cream stripe along the skirt. He stares at her moustache of stale ale, at the trim of dried blood around her mouth.

He wants to ask her for his cravat back as it is still tied around her thigh but for some reason, which he is unable to fathom, he cannot bring himself to. He feels a flush of self-consciousness, which is most unlike him.

They stand in the kitchen holding on to one another as though on the deck of a sea-tossed ship. If not for the scratching at the door they would happily have stayed like that – one a fulcrum for the other – for quite some time, for as long as it took for their world to stop turning.

Oliver slowly breaks away from Edith and opens the door. Fred Felix’s dog Minty races in, dashes straight over to Felix and begins licking his bald head. Oliver decides to make his exit before Felix comes around, offering a ridiculous little flutter of his fingers to Edith as he goes. She flutters her fingers back at him, still smiling. He cringes as he closes the door. Let’s forget about all that, better to forget the whole damn thing!


Three
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His matinee performance that afternoon at the Empire is a disaster. Apart from the fact that every move Oliver makes feels excruciating to him and that big drum is still banging in his head, what’s worse is that he has learned that Edith, the woman whose molar he removed at the party, has been hired at the last minute to replace the resident pianist Arthur Sullivan for the matinee. Worse still, the orchestra have been hired to play for the evening performances only and so Edith will be providing the only musical accompaniment.

Edith sits at the piano now with a huge bandage around her head, her black eye shining. She has taken laudanum for the atrocious pain in her jaw and downed two whiskies and she cannot find the keys. ‘The Sparkling Songsters Wilson & Welsh’ wait patiently for their intro for ‘She Got away with Murder’, which never arrives, then sing unaccompanied regardless, feigning cockiness, only to have Edith join in with them halfway through playing a completely different tune. When Mlle Sabine arrives on stage, stocky and low-bosomed in her sky blue paduasoy, ready with her flock of performing cockatoos, Edith’s sudden and over-enthusiastic flurry on the keys startles the birds so much they panic and squawk and will not stay on their perch. Then ‘The Famous Foot Controller’, Gordon McGregor, finds it all but impossible to keep in time with Edith’s alternating tempo, first he has to drag his legs like ancient stones across the boards then high kick at such an agonising speed it nearly kills him.

When it is Oliver’s turn he carries on the best he can but the entire performance is a shambles. During his ‘The Appearing Woman’ illusion he signals frantically at Edith – who, having now found the piano keys, appears completely baffled as to the order in which she should play them – to cease her musical accompaniment as he is finding it impossible to concentrate. After his ‘Medusa’ illusion, he bows stiffly as Edith attempts to play him off the stage, now punching the piano keyboard with her fists as though she is deflating a long and unwieldy slab of dough.

Oliver feels sickened. He has always been meticulous in his preparation and professional in his performance. Always has and always is. He can never bear to be mediocre. He had, after all, learnt from the greatest illusionists and hypnotists of the day, men who performed at the Alhambra Theatre when he worked there first as a call boy and then as assistant to the house manager. When The Great Bandini appeared for the first time, he remembers, he had stood enthralled in the wings. He had watched Bandini – in his signature golden turban – at every matinee and evening show until he knew the performance by heart. When Bandini’s assistant had fallen ill one evening, Oliver, then almost nineteen, had offered to take his place. At first he was laughed at – traditionally it was always a woman the illusionist made disappear – but when he talked through the performance moment by moment, Bandini was so impressed by his knowledge he agreed. The new partnership made the illusion an even greater success and, after the run at the Alhambra, Bandini asked Oliver to work with him on his upcoming British tour. He worked with Bandini for the next five years. A wonderful time, he remembers fondly. Bandini had become like a father to him.

Determined to redeem himself after the afternoon’s fiasco – he must, for he still has two Saturday evening shows ahead of him – he sends his button-fly collared shirt out to Patterson’s Dyers & Cleaners on Castle Street to be starched. He grabs a quick and rather fevered nap in his dressing room then asks the management for a full rehearsal with Sullivan and the orchestra before the 6.45 p.m. In the midst of organising the finer details of next week’s programme, the management half-heartedly agree.

At six o’clock Oliver heads for the stage.

‘Can we please get the rehearsal started!’ he shouts out into the auditorium. Silence. ‘Please can we – can we start from the top!’

A female voice rises from the dark of the orchestra pit. ‘He’sh gone. They’re all gone.’

Oliver spreads his hand flat out in front of him to block the glare from the footlight. ‘Who’s that?’ he asks curtly.

‘There’sh only me.’

Oliver’s heart sinks. He recognises the voice. It’s her again, Edith ‘Foshter’. ‘Where’s Sullivan? I was told he would be back. Do we have house lights?’ he throws out to the wings.

‘Shullivan’s gone acrossh Telfair’s Entry to The Kitchen Bar, shaid he won’t be back for the evening shows, or ever.’

Oliver steps forward, a spool of darkness eclipses him enough to aid his vision. He frowns and squeezes his eyelids together in order to get a better view of the woman seated at the piano, her face a milky blister in the murk. His eyes adjust slowly. Yes, it’s Edith all right, still sporting a black eye but without the bandage around her head this time.

‘What on earth do you mean – he’s gone?’ Oliver arches his back in disbelief.

‘What I mean by “gone” ish – he ish no longer here.’ Edith strikes one brisk chord on the piano as though to say and that’s as much information as you’re going to get out of me.

Oliver looks at her. ‘And what about the orchestra? Where’s the conductor?’

‘Dunno,’ she shouts up to the stage. ‘From the top, then?’

‘Sullivan can’t walk out like that!’ Oliver leans back on his heels, turns to check each side of the stage as though expecting Sullivan to return.

‘Well he jusht did – he’sh quit,’ Edith pipes up. ‘Shaid the whole thing ish nothing but a damn dingy circus.’

‘He said that about my performance?’

‘I think the dingy circush he wash referring to wash life in general. I wouldn’t take it too pershonally. Don’t worry, I’m only booked for tonight, then you’ll be free of me. From the top, then?’ she asks brightly.

Oliver rubs his hand across his chest as if to calm a rising temper. ‘Eh, yes … from the top, but this time perhaps “Intermezzo” in A by Brahms,’ he mutters.

Edith immediately thrashes out the opening chords of a raucously jolly tune.

‘What the hell is that?’ Oliver shouts.

‘Didn’t you shay “The Prehishtoric Man”?’

‘No, I said’ – is she doing this on purpose? – ‘I said “Intermezzo” in A, by Brahms!’

‘You should shpeak more clearly then.’

Oliver does a double take, but says nothing.

Edith starts playing.

‘Wait!’ Oliver roars at her. Edith stops. ‘I need to time my entrance.’

Edith sighs audibly and Oliver can feel his jaw tighten at the sound. Who the hell does this woman think she is?

A clattering of heels and Millie Evans, Oliver’s assistant for ‘The Appearing Woman’ illusion, appears on stage. She wears a glittery frock, which balloons from her robust waist. Her hair is set in tight curls.

‘It’s too cold down there,’ she complains.

‘Tough,’ says Oliver. ‘We’re just about to start. Wear a blanket until Maclagan winds you up. Maclagan – you ready?’ Oliver hollers at the floor.

‘He’s gone for a keek.’ Millie rubs her bare arms with her hands to warm them.

Oliver winces at the sound of the word coming out of such a pretty mouth. ‘Jesus, in that case we’ll never get started.’

He has one more week here at the Empire before he heads off on the Ernie Talbot Circuit for a six-month tour: Derry, Dublin, Edinburgh and a whole cluster of venues in the North of England. Tonight, as on the rest of the tour, Oliver will perform at the end of the first half despite his best efforts to secure the prime spot of closing the show. He knows at this stage in his career, with his reputation, he deserves that billing. But Sydney Brown, the theatre manager, has booked The Ted Lennard Five, a troupe of trampolinists, to close the show at the Empire tonight. Got to give the crowds what they want, Sydney Brown had said, got to keep up with the times. Well you’ve certainly struck fucking gold there, Sydney, Oliver thinks as he waits for Hughie Maclagan, his mechanical assistant. Up with the times! Hope they end up going through the fucking roof!

Maclagan pokes his head in from the wings. ‘Sorry. Nature called.’

‘You took your time,’ Millie shivers and scowls at him.

‘Well,’ Maclagan answers calmly, ‘as my mother always used to say – a man should never bolt a shite.’

A ‘ta-da’ resounds from the piano.

Maclagan extends a hand in the direction of the orchestra pit in appreciation.

‘Let’s get on with this,’ Oliver growls.

He is finding her distracting. She will not sit still at the piano. She shifts from side to side on the piano stool as she plays. He needs silence for his opening speech but he can hear her flicking through her sheet music. When he stops the rehearsal to work through some detail or other, he senses her moving around as though she is looking for a mislaid pencil, then fumbling for something on the floor. He can hear a strange clicking noise, whatever it is. This distraction continues until he stops, moves to the edge of the stage and looks directly at her. He catches a glimpse of something large and furry on her lap. What is it? Absent-mindedly, she lifts it up in the air with one hand while waiting for a moment to resume playing. Oliver can see it clearly now. It is a large ball of wool, and hanging from a thick needle is a half-knitted something. What in God’s name, he thinks. She’s fucking knitting, she’s fucking knitting while she’s playing the piano.

He asks the obvious. ‘Are you knitting?’

She looks up at him, a pale diffusion of a face looming forward in the dark. He cannot grasp her exact expression but suspects an indignant one.

‘Pardon,’ she says lightly.

‘Are you knitting? You’re knitting.’

‘Shee thish?’ She holds her knitting up clear of the piano.

‘A right Madame Defarge we have here,’ he mutters, but loud enough for her to hear him.

‘Shee thish?’ She bellows at him this time. ‘What do you think thish ish?’

Oliver is a little taken aback by her manner. ‘It looks like a scarf or shawl of some kind.’ He raises his eyebrows in disbelief that he is taking her question seriously and answering her.

‘You may shink it’s a shawl of shome kind, but this shawl represhents the washted moments of my life in regular and pearl.’

Oliver shakes his head, completely bemused by her.

Edith continues. ‘All the time I am waiting for you to make up your mind, your dithering about, your “will I come on shtage right or shtage left, now which looks shtrongest?” and your “why am I giving her the bunch of flowersh at thish moment? Maybe I should wait for the music to peak and then – or maybe I should throw the flowersh into the audience” and “oh the light ish too bright in my eyes” and “who hash removed my markings on the shtage because now I don’t know where to shtand”!’

The silence is so intense you can smell it.

Oliver speaks quietly and slowly. ‘It all has to do with the timing, Madame Defarge.’ He grits his teeth. ‘Everything has to do with the timing. Particularly after such a disastrous matinee.’ He indulges for a moment in the idea of the Bastille, the guillotine poised above her neck. ‘Ev-ery-thing.’

She looks up at him. They lock eyes. ‘It sheems everything has to do with the washting of time, if you want my honesht opinion.’

‘I don’t want your honest opinion.’

‘It’s not ash though you’ve dishcovered the Holy Grail – it’sh a trick, get on with it.’

‘It’s an illusion.’ His voice is steady. He cannot believe her impertinence. She was a much nicer person when she was hungover, he thinks.

‘Well, you’ll need to cheat the rug a little further downshtage in your illushion or else they’ll shee the trapdoor.’

Oliver does not move, or speak. How had he not seen that? The one detail that would blow the illusion. He gathers himself for a moment. Maclagan should have checked. He should have checked.

Edith throws her knitting on the floor of the orchestra pit and lights up a cigarette.

She is raising his game. He checks the position of the rug from the auditorium – she was right, damn it – and continues with the rehearsal.

She is on cue every time. All he has to do is ask her once. She understands exactly what is needed. The all essential timing, it becomes apparent, is in her bones.
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