
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Reminiscence

Book 2 of the
‘Forgotten tales Collection’

by Jake Murphy

Copyright 2011 Jake
Murphy

Smashwords Edition

 


 


Smashwords Edition,
License Notes

Thank you for
downloading this free ebook. Although this is a free book, it
remains the copyrighted property of the author, and may not be
reproduced, copied and distributed for commercial or non-commercial
purposes. If you enjoyed this book please encourage your friends to
download their own copy at Smashwords.com, where they can also
discover other works by this author. Thank you for your
support.

 


 


Also by Jake Murphy,
Published at Smashwords:

The Gunpowder,
Torture and Sorrow

 


 


Reminiscence

 


As the evening
mist crept into the grounds and dusk finally arrived after the long
hot summer day, an old gentleman looked at himself in the mirror.
His once blue eyes had faded slightly to an icy, tired grey; his
face was rounder than his thin, chiselled youth had born, and his
expression was serious and tired.

The old
gentleman’s gaze left his reflection and wandered around at his old
room. The master bedroom had aged long before he had. It had been
his father’s room, and his father’s before him. Ten generations
this room had housed. The curtains were ancient, and their colour
had faded. He tried to imagine the room when it was first built;
the old grey curtains would have been a deep scarlet, and the ties
would have all the appearance of new golden satin. The two
armchairs facing the fire would have been a nobler black than they
were now and would bear that familiar smell of brand new
leather.

For two hundred
years, the furniture had not been moved; everything was as it
always had been. A thin layer of dust covered all in the old master
bedroom. The staff had expressed their concerns, but the old
gentleman would not hear of the room being cleaned or aired, for
the room was buried in more than just dust, it was also buried in
memories.

He remembered
climbing into the big, ancient bed under the covers between his
parents. The old gentleman looked a lot like his father now; round
but rugged, old but wise, bearing the ten generation great, thick,
white moustache. The old gentleman put on his dinner jacket, and
made sure that he was presentable, for there was a guest tonight, a
very special guest. He looked back into the mirror, and
straightened his bow tie. As he looked at his reflection, he
noticed the family crest behind him. He turned to look at it. It
had been engraved on the headboard of the great, ancient bed. It
had been carved out of oak, by a local carpenter, his father had
once said. Whenever the old gentleman saw it, he saw the pride his
family had boasted, the pride his father had had, and his father
before him. The old gentleman once had such pride, many years ago.
He had lost it when his father died, but tonight he felt that he
would regain it, and with his long, lost pride he would also regain
his father’s respect.

The old
gentleman considered wearing his medals, his old, worn out medals,
commemorating the fights he had been in, celebrating the men he had
slaughtered. He went over to the wooden chest of drawers, where his
medals where kept, and picked one up. It was a piece of metal,
nothing more. He weighed it with his hand; it was heavier than he
remembered. But then again, his heart had carried that ever-growing
weight for a long time; he had killed civilians for this medal. He
closed his eyes. He could see them all, those natives. They had
risen up, for the old empire had taxed them too heavily, and his
division was sent to wipe them clean from this Earth. ‘Fire,
there’s nothing like it’, his commanding officer had said. The old
gentleman could still hear their screams when he slept; men, women
and children, some as young as two years of age. They perished in
the flames, along with his family’s ancestral pride.

He put the
medals down, deciding against such decorations, and returned to the
mirror and examined his reflection once again. He was sixty, but
resembled a man of seventy. The past few years had been difficult
for him, but it would all end tonight.

It was rather
dark in the room now, the sun having set completely and dusk slowly
giving way to the blackness of night. The clock on the mantelpiece
struck six, and a servant entered to light the fire. Once the fire
was roaring and the candles had been lit, the old gentleman grunted
in satisfaction to the servant, who then bowed and left the room.
The old gentleman, now fully dressed for the coming dinner, sat in
one of the aged armchairs in front of the fire, and gazed at the
crackling flames. He sighed as he saw the yellow and orange shapes
dance before him, like energetic children from the slums playing
hide and seek in the street. He had given a penny to one of them
once, as he returned to barracks after the war. He had decided
against a carriage, and strolled down the murky streets of that
industrial metropolis. He had to cross the slums to reach the
barracks, but it did not worry him, for soldiers were then quite
the heroes once the war had ended. …The war. It was not for a
gentleman to walk, but he enjoyed watching the people rush from
place to place as he strolled, buying food, selling wool, hanging
out their cloths to dry, and seeing the children dressed in rags
playing tag or hide and seek. They were so poor, but none of them
seemed disheartened. Whether they dressed in rags or tatters, they
lived on merrily. This had always fascinated the old gentleman,
watching those infants play in rags, as happy as they could be.

His wife would
never have been seen walking in such a place, as she had originated
from a similar slum. Those who manage to climb the ladder seldom
look back down, yet those who were born at the top, secretly look
down with fascination. The old gentleman looked away from the fire
and up to his wife’s portrait on the wall. She in turn looked down
on him, with those dark brown eyes. She had been very attractive in
her youth. Pale, yet alive, thin, yet plentiful. The daughter of a
sock merchant, she had caught his eye on one of his regular walks.
She had been wearing an overall and was carrying a basket full of
clothes. She had seen at him from the other side of the street, and
it had been love at first sight, if there were such a thing as
love.

They were
married in the spring, in the grounds of his family’s house, and
spent their first night in the very room he now sat in. He told her
of the family crest, and of the family pride, as he was duty bound
to do, and throughout the years she bore them both with honour
alongside him.

She was there
alongside him when they gave half of their family fortune to
charity. It had been a widely publicized event; they had turned the
grounds into a huge fête, and throughout the day visitors from all
over the county toured the big family house and helped themselves
to jams and cakes and ate as they strolled through the gardens.

She was there
alongside him when the returning officer read out his name at the
general elections when he first entered parliament. The fête had
not been in vain, she had whispered in his ear. She had been there
in the gallery when he stood up in parliament and attacked the
abuses of the colonies, much to the surprise and disgust of his
peers. She had been there for him for over fifteen years. But she
was beside him no more.

The servant
knocked on the door and entered with a bow. ‘Your visitor has
arrived, milord’.

The old
gentleman nodded and got to his feet. This was it. ‘Is everything
ready for our guest?’ he enquired carelessly.

The servant
looked pale. ‘Yes, milord’.

 


*

 


The old
gentleman walked down the long, winding stairs towards the sitting
room, where his guest awaited him. The painted angels on the richly
decorated ceiling looked down on him with their childish innocence.
The portraits also looked down on him, giant and majestic paintings
of the great lords of old, they all looked down on him as he walked
downstairs. But the old gentleman did not return their gaze. His
tired, old eyes remained fixed on the marble stairs, counting them,
and holding onto the bannister with a firm grip, for he would not
fall the night his guest arrived. He had never fallen yet, but he
did not trust his old and used body anymore.

It was in this
house, he remembered, that he had entertained his guests for
decades; fellow soldiers, fellow members of parliament, clergymen,
noblemen, and laymen, they had all dined and been entertained at
the old gentleman’s table. They had laughed, eaten, boasted about
the old days, mocked the present and planned for the future. At his
table, all his guests had been his old friends, all but one.

He had arrived
as an acquaintance, a friend of a friend, and that is as high as he
had ever risen in his affections. He had been poorly dressed, the
son of a baker, someone had whispered to him. His dark brown eyes
shone in the light and his long, curly brown hair, tied back for
formal presentation, was greasy and unwashed. He was welcome none
the less, as secretary of one of the old gentleman’s estate
executors. They had dined on lobster and roast pheasant, and as
they ate, the secretary gazed around in silence, marvelling at the
fine room that surrounded them. Conversation was varied, and yet
the talk was dull. The old gentleman’s wife had taken to drinking
wine in silence, for the chatter was of no interest nor was it of
any consequence. Her eyes examined the guests. One by one she
examined them, the old gentleman remembered well, until her eyes
met the secretary’s. After that night everything was different.
They formed a fondness; a fondness that turned to friendship, a
friendship that turned to liaison… The old gentleman had been too
blind with affection for her to see anyone else she might have been
looking at, so months passed without his knowledge of their love.
Only now, years later, does he remember seeing them, and thinking
nothing of it. Only now, and not when he could have stopped
them.

The old
gentlemen entered the sitting room where the once young secretary
awaited him. His informants had been correct, for this man had
risen; despite it having only been three years, he seemed to have
aged somewhat. His once greasy curly brown hair was now showing
signs of grey, and his skin was wrinkled and rugged. A hard working
man, no doubt, for the sudden ageing and tiredness could only be
acquired with a succession of sleepless nights reading documents
and the endless tendering to administration. This bureaucrat had
risen to sudden power in the local community, it was evident. If
his face did not say it enough, one had only to see his clothing.
What a change since their first meeting! His dinner jacket was
almost as elegant as the old gentleman’s. One look at him, and you
would have thought that he was the product of fine breeding! He had
come far, no doubt, and now he came for even more.

A servant was
standing at the doorway as the old gentleman entered, and bowed
before his master. Folding the guests coat in his arms, he uttered
‘My Lord, your guest, the Mayor’.
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The mayor
stretched out his hand to the old gentleman, but he did not take
it. He instead went straight to the drinks cabinet. The servant
bowed and retired.

‘Drink?’ he
asked.



‘Why yes, thank
you’, answered the mayor. The old gentleman poured two glasses of
his finest brandy, gave one to his guest, and sat down in front of
the fire. His guest thanked him for the drink and also sat
down.

There was an
icy silence for several minutes, as both sipped their liquors and
gazed into the fire.

‘How is
Alexandra?’ enquired the old gentleman at last, his gaze not
leaving the fire, in fear of betraying his sentiments to the
mayor.

‘She is of good
health, we are very happy together’, replied the mayor, with a
cruel smile.

The old
gentleman bustled with rage deep inside, but he did not let it
show. It would be beneath a gentleman to trouble himself with
someone as low and evil as the mayor, whatever the rank he had
achieved. He continued to gaze into the fire, wondering if he could
actually go on with the evening. He had to, he must stay firm!

The mayor
drained his glass and sat back, looking at the old gentleman with
his dark, snake-like eyes. Not a word was said for quite a while.
The old gentleman looked thoughtfully at his now empty glass.

‘I remember
when I was your age, in my prime. Not much can hold back a man with
ambition, and less a man wishing to obtain position. You see, I too
once wanted what you desire now, political power, and to further
the family name to glory. But I see that you have deserted your
family name, and taken Alexandra’s. Why? Did you think perhaps that
the name of a long line of bakers would hold you back somewhat? But
Alexandra’s name, alas, it is a different matter. It is humble, but
honourable, glorified for uniting with my line, and pure. God help
her poor name now, with you at the head of it! Of course you would
elevate it to further heights than Mayor, I can see it in your
eyes, but remember that with political power, comes political
enemies, like myself. There would be many that disagree with your
obscure upbringing, even with our dear Alexandra’s name; there
would be rumours about your past, for you will not be able to stamp
them all out. But none of this interests me now, boy, as I am not
long for this world. Age has gripped me, and I feel the thinness
and weakness of age upon me. So do not fret, my boy, for I shall
not stand in your way on the floor of parliament, after tonight I
will become nothing, as well you know’.

‘Yes, all this
may be true. But now, as for the purpose of my visit…’ started the
mayor, but he could not go on, for the servant had returned.

‘Dinner is
served’, he announced.
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The silver
candelabra gleamed as the light from the brightly lit fireplace
bounced off them on the dining table. The table was set for two,
one at each end, with a dark silk table cloth and magnificent
shining silverware. It evidently impressed the young mayor, whose
eyes widened at the sight, just as they had done all those years
ago. Both occupants took their seats, wonderfully carved oak chairs
with dark green leather sown to the frame for comfort, and the old
gentleman motioned the servant to serve the wine. The servant was
almost as old as his master, but had shorter hair and was cleanly
shaved, due to the precise dress code his master had ordered for
the entire staff. He wore an impeccable black suit with a white bow
tie and white silk handkerchief, together with his pale skin,
almost dark black eyes and silver hair the man was quite
colourless, like a marble statue or a raven in the woods. He
quietly served the wine and took his leave, closing the door behind
him on his way to the kitchen.

For almost
three quarters of an hour the icy atmosphere resembled that of the
sitting room; the only sound being the large log fire and the
sipping of the two men, together with the faint clinking of
cutlery. They wordlessly looked at one another, the old gentleman’s
faded blue eyes locking on the dark, cruel, cunning ones of his
guest’s, as he relentlessly devoured his host’s hospitality.

It was the
mayor who finally spoke, putting his empty wine glass down as the
maids entered the room to take away the remains of the meal:

‘To the purpose
of my visit, sir. As you probably have guessed, am not here as the
mayor tonight, but also as Alexandra’s lawyer. Oh, yes my friend, I
have also been admitted into the Bar. But I suppose a man as well
connected as your lordship already new that. You see, I believe in
a world where a man isn’t what he was born but is what he achieves.
For if a man to come from nothing like I have to go on and obtain
all the graces and privileges of the elite, he can truly call
himself a man of progress.

‘Progress! What
a word! It makes a man as lowly as me feel like a colossus, whereas
your lordship and your ilk believe it a source of great evil. In
the name of progress people have fought and died, and in the name
of halting progress, men have also fought and died. Books have been
written, songs have been sung, and symphonies have been composed.
All done in the name of Progress. What chaos and disorder, what
bloodshed and acts of obscenity have been committed, all in the
name of Progress. Throughout the centuries, men have risen up and
thrown off their chains. It is in the name of progress that I
myself entered into politics, to secure the ideal that man can
achieve advancement in life without the heavy boot of the old
establishment firmly weighing them down while they abound in gold
and silver cutlery, oak furniture and huge manors to live in for
life.

‘And it is
progress, my lord, which I have come to secure tonight. Alexandra
and I have decided to marry. As her future husband and lawyer, I
will need you to sign a series of documents momentarily. The
settlement of your divorce is essential for Alexandra to marry me,
and since you were together for a very, very long time, it is only
fair that you both split your belongings half each, as it were. I
shan’t go into detail tonight of course, but I can outline that
Alexandra shall keep the family house, the ornaments, the
heirlooms, the grounds, and land you both possess. All this is not
very much considering that you shall keep most of the fortune you
possess. Your fortune, your title, your honour, will remain, sir.
It is in the name of progress that I shall take up residence here
alongside my future wife and mingle in local politics, to take over
your seat in parliament when you decide to, ehem, retire. Alexandra
has signed the documents, and all it requires is your own
signature, my lord, to be complete. I can have them sent to the
house in the morning. Do you agree to these terms? I don’t think I
need to inform you of the damaging legal action that can be brought
against you and your good name if you do not’.

The old
gentleman had not reacted to this most cruel and desecrating news.
He did not seem at all surprised, for he knew this day would come.
Ever since this dammed little secretary looked around the richly
decorated room in amazement at dinner that night, he had known.
This man will stop at nothing to have everything the old gentleman
had. It had been five years, and all this time, he had
suspected.

The old
Gentleman looked at the mayor directly in the eye: ‘No sir, I do
not accept these terms by which you plan to take everything I own
and every comfort I and ten generations of men before me have lived
in, because you have not earned it. Do you not see? Every
generation that has lived in this house has lived in luxury, yes,
every generation has held power, yes, but only because we lived
honourably and served our fellow men. We have all served our
country as soldiers, served our communities by sitting in
parliament, and serving mankind through philanthropy. We have
served, not ruled. But you sir, you plan to rule.

‘In the name of
progress you would tear down the old establishment, you would
revolutionise and promise to reform, only to find yourself in more
power and wealth than any of us would have condoned. Like all
revolutions in the past, you would promise the lower orders
justice, only to rule over them perhaps more tyrannically than us
before you. I have seen people like you all my life, I have read of
them, seen them, and written about a fair deal of them. And you
sir, are no exception. On one hand you would attack the
establishment and anything else more powerful than yourself, with
the other you would harry the forces of the oppressed lower classes
and then impose a new, virtually identical government upon them. It
is always the way, my dear sir; the middle, seeking political
power, topples the upper orders with help from the bottom, and
establish themselves as the new top. All that changes is the
façade, my dear fellow, not the system. The lower orders shall
remain as they are, in poverty, and political irrelevance. It is a
failed system, but it is only because we humans are a failure, not
just the ruling élite. The system of government has been the same
since the distant times of the pharaohs and emperors of old: there
is an upper class, a middle, and a lower, and always will be. So
when I hear you say ‘Progress’, I hear ‘Substitution’, and when you
say ‘achievement’, I hear ‘Self-achievement’.

‘And here you
are trying to do the same to me. A small scale revolution, between
the two of us, and you seem to be the victor. First you take my
wife, who is too young and infatuated with your charm to really
know what it is you are doing, and then you take all my
possessions. My title I keep, because it cannot be transferred to
you, but I wouldn’t worry, for you would create one for yourself,
one day, in your new regime. Do you really think that you can just
tear down eleven generations and all its accumulated honour just
like that? I will answer for you, oh hateful little man, that no
you cannot.

‘Let me tell
you something, Mr Mayor: honour, wealth and respect are to be
earned, not taken. You mercilessly take because you think that is
how it is done to get to the top, and in some cases this is true,
but it is not getting to the top, my dear fellow, it is staying
there that is the true art of government. You grab and take
everything you want, without knowing how to keep the things you
seize. So it is because of that, dear sir, I will not consent to
signing that document, for it places you at the top. It is for your
own good, Mr Mayor, that you be kept wanting, for no good awaits
you at the peak of the ladder, only catastrophe and failure. You
think that you will be a just ruler, but you will not. You will
spend every day, in fear of your life and career, wondering in
amazement how we the establishment before you ever managed. You
would be a bad ruler that would remain in power by any means
necessary, and spark a great and terrible revolution the likes of
which this world has never seen, so why go through all that
trouble? Considering this and much more, it is better to keep the
remaining system, for the true common good.’

The mayor was
astonished, and it took him a moment to answer. ‘I see that your
mind is made up, but how do you plan to enforce that petty idea? Do
you think old man that I would give up my dreams because of a fine
speech? Do not sign the document, if it makes you feel better, but
the matter will go to the tribunals, and the outcome will be the
same! Whether you like it or not, I will occupy your comfortable
social standing, and in the name of progress, end the rule of
people like you by taking part in government, disenfranchising you
all! Ha! You think you can resist my quiet revolution, but you have
already lost!’

The old
gentleman smiled. ‘Yes, we have lost, we have lost several battles,
but the war is not a victory for you, dear friend. I will not sign
the document, nor shall it ever get to court, the matter will never
so much as leave this room. For you see, my friend, I am sixty
years of age. I am old and tired, and am not long for this world.
But I promised myself I would do one more thing for my fellow man
before I depart. So I am resolved that in the absence of an heir,
everything that is mine shall go to Alexandra, and her family. If
we the establishment are to go, then let those who sit in our stead
be of our choosing. I still love her you see, despite her folly and
her youth, I still love her. This I decided long ago, long before
you arrived tonight.

‘But how to
leave her everything but not to you, Mr Mayor? That would be
unacceptable, as I have explained. It is for your own good that you
never rise any higher that you have now, for the good of many. That
is why I have used you to fulfil my promise to help mankind. For
you are dead, my dear fellow, you and I are dead. Everything we
have consumed tonight, from the first glass of brandy when you
entered to the last slice of meat, has been poisoned. The
handsomely rewarded chef and staff are now half way to the docks,
where they will travel abroad to escape persecution for killing us
both tonight. They have obeyed their master to the last, and you
ate and drank greedily. You represent the worst of this world sir,
greed, ambition, immorality, and deceit. Did you really think that
you could just come in here, eat my food, drink my wine, and sit
with me and still try to make off with everything I have? You have
a nerve, you insufferable youth, but all is well again now, for I
have ended our lives. I have restored the balance. Your kind has
overthrown my world, eliminating honour, respect and truth, but you
will not occupy my place, Mr Mayor, you will not grace yourself
with my position and power through trickery and lies as you
undeservedly have until now.

‘Goodbye my
enemy, say your prayers, for I dare say we have but minutes to
live’.
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