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People don’t understand

They think lovin’

Is having money in the hand.

‘Love Is Strange’, Smith/Baker, 1965




THE END

This then, I know it, just has to be the closing: the very last moments of my life. And although I clutch at them keenly, still I am failing to hold on to even any small part of the matter in hand: this business of my teasingly gentle but inevitable passing. The only concerns that storm now into what, I suppose, is still this mind of mine, assume the form of shadowy and puny, suddenly stuttering and then quite gorgeous highlights from it has to be, yes, a truly terrible past. Sex: the sweet and rank hit of it (of course there must be that) – but more, the thrill of the struggle, the ripping out of the darkness during all those fantastic and midnight abductions … and now seeping into me (of course, but naturally – for how could I escape it?) the insinuation of a spreading stain (its slick and wicked glimmer).

And now – as I lie here quite uselessly – I recall when Melissa, she smiled and then she said to me: You do know Clifford, that I have no limit? For love – for you – I would happily do anything. But, my Clifford, Clifford of mine, you must know too I won’t ever do that. And nor did she. But before, my life had been shaken asunder by the runaway train that was, shall we call her for now, the only other woman who ever truly mattered. And the love and all my good intentions went at first just sour and then so very wrong, and quickly after, oh – quite bad, before a black enough sin came then to be so deep drenched in crime, and this pulsing locomotive that I had so eagerly boarded, it roared and was shrieking as it just jackknifed up and away into Hell, booming and gleeful as it took us all on down (I becalmed, and she – clinging so hard on to what I suppose she still and most sincerely imagined to be something a bit close to my soul and centre – screaming … and then, yes – oh yes then: screaming wildly). She would, I am sure, laugh away hideously – my blackly glittering lady – any such mad suggestion that here was truly the way things had gone. Should she deign to acknowledge at all the awful chain of events. And just this is to assume, of course – in the glare of, oh … everything she has inflicted upon, God, so very many – that she, so newly fastidious, would choose to remember even any tiny atom. And now – as I lie here quite uselessly – I must be content with a sort of cold refuge in the narrow truth that she has now no longer the power to reach me.

There are people, you know: seemingly looking down upon me from here and there and all around (as I continue to lie here, quite uselessly). I do not appear able to recognise, however, who any single one of them might possibly be – and nor, if I am wholly honest, can I be sure of their comportment, the very nature and essence of the gathering (not even – and now I am straining my hardest – their collective or separate genders). Known to me, presumably – why else, goodness, would they all be milling about me, here? Wherever here might be. It seems quite white and charged: I feel enveloped by a hostile welcome.

Speech would appear to be out of the question – and even were it not, what is it, exactly, that you would have me utter into the face of this distorted and coagulant mass of unimagined features (swooping down, and fading back)? This, it occurs to me now, is maybe all a baby can ever be aware of, marooned and pinioned in a pram, when all around are gurning and gesturing wildly in their blank determination to vie for the little creature’s exclusive attention, regardless of not just its supreme impassivity, but even its palpable terror.

So I think, you know, all I can do now is simply latch on to and settle down deeply into the folds of just one and no more from among this boisterous and jostling tumult within me – just a single raucous upstart amid the crowd of all these jagged and glancing memories of mine. But not. I really don’t think, the kidnaps or the slaying. I feel too weak to face that, frankly. Maybe soon, but no – not now: not at all yet. So possibly … mmm, it just has to be, really, my wedding day, yes. Yes – the day of my wedding: that will do nicely. The day of my marriage to the heaven of Melissa and a touchstone, truly, to the start of all this: everything I am brought to (just lying here, quite uselessly). The start of when it became so twisted and all began to go so very badly wrong (though well before the uncut purity of the evil, before it had come close to just killing me).

So for now, then – let us hear those wedding bells ring out, their clamorous pealing summoning me back with a fresh and candid urgency to that distant sunlit morning, filled and sweet with love and hope, all those years and years ago.

[image: ]

The suite at the Savoy – oh yes, I well recall all that, the tracts of its mirrored and comfortingly creamy, so near powder-soft opulence – made me feel, mmm – it very nearly suffused me with … well what, now? Safety, I think, comes as close as I feel I can approach – a sort of safety, yes, as I just dumbly stood there, rigid at its centre. It was the only thing that day that fed me – and yet I was excited (though hardly nurtured) by just the possibility (and there was one, wasn’t there?) of justified hope and maybe even an illuminated future looming – one so bright, indeed, that it would in the merest of flashes strike down blind all the past and render it no more now than a dazzle of doubt, too instant and fragmented, maybe, to have even existed; or possibly it would just take light and burn and smoulder and crumble down to only ashes. And the love – the love would triumph, surely, as love is always said to. If love was what we had here – if love was the stuff we were dealing with now, and not just something strange.

Oh and Melissa, I might add – and should anyone be passingly interested, then they might as well hear it from me – was not my first and only wife. There had been, in fact, one more before her. Well two, if we are seeking the strictest accuracy – but the very first, whose name will come to me, I have no doubt, as I continue to dwell upon details and other things entirely (as is, I find, so often the way), was – as, indeed, I was myself – no more than sixteen years of age. We were married on a ferry boat by a rank and grizzled oaf who, if memory serves, had styled himself Captain. On the isle of Jersey, she had seemed thrilled while imagining us to be consummating our blessed and beloved union; in truth – and even as she continued to preen and twitter – I unsmilingly raped her, which felt quite wonderful, I can tell you that. I made the return crossing on my own (I just walked out and left her) and more I cannot tell you: more I do not know.

And then there had been Sonya – who was not, as one could easily suppose, a Russian, remotely exotic, or even very interesting in any way at all. I married her when she asked me to do so. She was just a good woman, my Sonya – she looked after me devotedly for more than three or five years as I continued to do no more than just about passably well in my chosen profession. Which is – did I mention? – that of tailoring. I know – fairly bizarre: not at all what you might expect. It wasn’t, of course, the path for which I was initially destined. Disinter my father and quiz him on the matter, if you’ve a mind to: he will doubtless still be both purple and raving (into the fungus, into the ether). But simple goodness, I can only suppose, came to disagree with me. I left Sonya. I just left her. She wailed and clawed at me as I walked through the door. Sent her some money – not too much. She wrote to say she could not bear a divorce (she loved me too much!) and I, for my part, was perfectly content to let things so remain.

Melissa, then – she was later. Her I came to marry in the face of the cold and very dangerous fury of the blackly glittering lady – because her I had known for just ever and ever: always she was there. She had not at all objected to my marriage to Sonya: it pleased her, I think, to have someone close by whom she could upon a whim subject to bitter ridicule, or else a more serious torrent and pitiless damage. Melissa, however, she minded a great deal. Me, she kept on intoning: it should be me – it was meant to be me …! And her eyes at times like that: they made you sick and hot with stripped-raw fear.

Mary. Yes Mary – that is the name of the child, the little girl thing I married the very first time around. There: I knew it would come to me. It always does, if you just remain patient. Though as to all this apparently serial bigamy (trigamy, I suppose it is now – all rather hard to keep track) I cannot altogether make plain to you (I can’t quite see it myself) why or how it has come to pass. Why I failed to instigate the business of divorce before blithely entering into yet another of my marriages. And consequences. I am all too aware, are always lurking: they are always just waiting to pounce.

A thought now occurs to me: it could be quite amusing, should you feel open to the very idea (should the mood just happen to have you), if my only real and licit wife after all these decades have tumbled by is still the little girl thing, the ferryboat child, my sweet and dear rapee. Mary: there – I hadn’t forgotten. Oh and did you happen to get that, did you? Just that moment as I said it? The heavy and immutable word that I didn’t truly imagine I had just dropped in, oh so gently? Decades. Yes – that one. Tens of years, tens of years, the rolling on and forward of all those tens of years. And then to find myself on the verge of one more marriage. Which is, I quite see, a fairly foolish situation, on the face of it. And yet … experience, that is the key. When a man is my age (and I don’t seem able at the moment to quite know what that is) he should not shrink from pointing with pride to the wealth of his various achievements. The generation of tens of millions of pounds and several directorships while still a relatively young man. One of the faster times recorded on the Cresta Run. A rather major literary prize and a decent sort of honour from the Queen. The giddily joyful deflowering of twin blonde beauties on subsequent afternoons. Stealing – at dead of night and from close to the Ritz – a deep indigo Bugatti and then kissing it goodbye, filled with flowers and not much short of the brow of Primrose Hill. To have devoured with slurping and red-cheeked relish thirteen dozen Colchester natives at a single sitting! And swilled them well down with a magnum of Krug, sucked with glee through a crystal straw. That subtle approach at Heathrow one time from a representative of a leading model agency, and declining politely (one hopes with polished grace). Membership of not just White’s and Pratt’s and Boodle’s, but also the Athenaeum, the Garrick and … what’s that other one? Beefsteak. A newspaper column, twice weekly and internationally syndicated. An open invitation to a position in the Cabinet … diving down to the wreck of the Titanic for romantic plunder … a guaranteed place on the first British shuttle to outer space …! Oh yes. Oh yes indeed. All of this – and so much more – has eluded me utterly. All I have done is bad for me, and so much worse for others. But as to marriage … oh good Lord. Why would I? Why would I do it again? ‘A bit of company’? But I had company, didn’t I? The blackly glittering lady, we are extant partners in each other’s company, and have been during the course of every breath we have ever drawn. Oh well. It is becoming clear I have no answer.

And I can’t, I think, any longer refer to her (can I?) as the blackly glittering lady. I enjoy the phrase, as well might have been gathered – and it surely does pick up on this quite recent polish of hers (her excitement and her danger); nonetheless, it is signally unwieldy. What I call her to her face (and now we are here, let me ask you: do you imagine it, this face of hers, to be broad and high-cheekboned, the wide and insistent eyes – they that glitter – as dark a brown as brown can be before it becomes lost to sight in the deadness of onyx, just two flecks of white to flag up the life beyond? Is that at all how you see her, the blackly glittering lady? Well if so then no, I’m afraid: she’s really not at all like that). But to this face – the skin is sometimes shockingly pale, though a flush of rouge is never far away from the heart of the thing – I address her as Emerald. Which isn’t really right. But this is what I do. For myself (when we spent that day, sorting out stones) I adjudged Ruby to be good and clearer – but no, she said: oh no no no. Ruby has quite the wrong connotations, as she patiently explained to me. One thinks of cheap port and even cheaper barmaids who might sloppingly dispense it (although I hadn’t, until she put it to me, thought of that at all: all I saw was a blood-deep and glistening jewel). Emerald, she said, is what it has to be. And then she started to call me Diamond – and it’s always best not, on the whole, to enquire. I mean to say (and I’ve thought of it a bit – not too much or often), did she hastily decide that here to hand was a pretty and simple pairing? Two treasured gemstones, and please let’s just leave it like that? Or did she perceive in me notable properties? An acknowledged value, this hardness (if not durability) and a bright white light within? I doubt. Could the facets, maybe, have come into play? What on earth can I tell you? It’s not for me to say. But neither name is right for us, although they continued to be mutually bandied right on up to this, my wedding day. No – Emerald and Diamond, and I have always thought this, they are each of them – in any sense you care for – far too pure and precious. Jet, is what I should have called her. Jet is what she is. And me? Well how the Devil do you expect me to know? I simply couldn’t tell you; but if you came to press me … well in that case, maybe Jade?

Well right, then: very well. Enough of all that. It is time to find out now whether even such a hope as this might ever be justified – time for the gates and my arms to be both swung wide so as to welcome and enable this love for Melissa to triumph (as love is always said to). If … love is what we have here. If … love is the stuff we’re dealing with, now … and not just something strange. So what I must do is … What I must do … What I must … What I … What. What …?

But wait: hold. The cord of my memory is tugging me elsewhere. There is an obstacle now that I am very aware of – some big reason why I can no longer pursue this. All my face is throbbing to the bone, and now I am conscious (as conscious as I can be, now and for the last time, as I continue to lie here quite uselessly) of a man now hovering above me who I have seen here before – a man who long ago I had decided was a doctor (there is something about his grimness, his quick and quite unflinching insolence). Just look at him now: he has done with plucking at what sad flesh there is left to my cheek and is pulling quite roughly at I am unsure quite which of the watery pouches slung beneath these eyes. His slack-lipped mouth would appear to be moving – he might be just chewing, or maybe saying something wise, or else grotesque. And from just behind the bulk of him there rises now a general sort of stirring – the shadows, they slant and shift, as dust and light are stark and jostling briefly, settling down soon into a gross rearrangement. I think I know I can give no sign, but what I feel sure I have just been party to is a further and maybe quite signal transition: one more strut has been rudely kicked from under my remains. They say – and I know you have heard it – that when one is aware that life and oneself are scudding away from you and yet just gently fading, when light and dark become oddly indecipherable, when any unspent muscle from somewhere deep within the general shambles is as near to clenched as it can be and flexing weakly on the rim of the final flight or tumble, that a fast-spliced and clattering cascade, momentarily agleam with each of life’s exalted moments, will rattle across those dear searing eyeballs and leave one just able to gasp with fear and yet somehow sated, with no more left now save a final whimper before the last hurrah …

But no. Oh no no no. I scream in defiance at all of that. I am fighting hard and it will not happen; this doctor – if doctor he be – can pinch the other cheek, for now it is turned. If I am to go – and this is a given, we just have to accept it – then I intend to go my way, and in my own sweet Devil-given time. I want to go back to remembering. I do, I do – and for the life of me I fail to understand death’s rush (for it has me anyway). And so now I am determined to go back further and further – all the way back to the very beginning. To where the colonnade of one’s endeavours and all those milestones along the way recede into the dagger-point of a whiter sort of distant invisibility. The beginning, then: let’s go there, while I still feel able to barely withstand this terrible thing. The beginning, yes – for where else (at the end) can I run to for shelter?
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