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PART ONE

ME AND MRS FRANKENSTEIN.

 


 


Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay To
mould Me man? Did I solicit thee From darkness to promote me?

 


Paradise Lost, X, 743-5

John Milton

 


 



Chapter One

Goodbye, Cruel World

 


 


In which I ditch my old life and begin a new
one. Along the way, I am kidnapped by a disgraced plastic surgeon,
befriended by a pre-op transsexual and seduced by the Bride of
Frankenstein.

 


Subdued by fog and the night’s easy tempo,
the city had lowered its voice to a whisper. Unseen cars crept
along unseen roads like mice under the floor of an empty house.
Rain drizzled through the fog.

With my guitar on my back, I lurched along
the pavement of a deserted bridge. Faux-Victorian street lamps
strung the parapet with shiny beads. Halfway across, I stopped and
gazed into mist and listened for running water. All I heard was the
murmur of distant traffic. I knew the bridge spanned a rocky gorge
about fifty yards wide. But how far down and how deep was the river
beneath? I had no wish to find myself lodged in a glorified mud
puddle waiting to be hauled out like a discarded shopping
trolley.

I needed a river that was deep and strong, a
river that could free me from life and take my inglorious carcass
out to sea where sharks and worms waited to feast. I wanted no part
of me to remain. Not so much as a memory.

Ah, what a thought. What a sweet, sweet
dream. To be done with this wretched flesh, to cast off misery like
a worn-out sock. And then to be no more.

Tightening the scarf around my face, I
wondered if there wasn't a better way to go. The fog would be my
accomplice should I decide to step in front of a car. But on a
night like this only a maniac would be driving fast enough to make
death a certainty and it wasn’t a night for maniacs.

High-rise offices peppered the landscape,
launch pads into infinity. I must have passed a dozen in the past
five minutes. But how to get on to a roof without being captured on
CCTV and intercepted by security goons? And did I really want my
insides spread over a car park for rats to pick at and the fire
brigade to hose down a drain?

Hanging appealed. I could stuff my pockets
with bricks, discard my neck brace and tie my scarf to a lamppost.
In the morning, I’d be a talking point for passing commuters.
They’d gawp at my corpse and express horror at such a tragic waste
of life. And deep inside, they’d be secretly pleased to have
something to chat about as they slogged through another desk-bound
day.

But hanging was no way to go. Not with a
woolen scarf that could stretch and break.

A quiet drowning was called for. Anything
dramatic - anything that could be construed as showing off - would
be in bad taste. Suicides are like people leaving a theatre while
the play is still in progress. They are duty-bound to exit quietly,
without fuss, without ceremony.

If I drowned and Luck was in the mood to be
a lady, my body would never be found and no one need be
inconvenienced. And I had formulated a desire to drown within hours
of Ashley Conway's death. I felt it was my half of an unspoken
pact.

The gentle
chug-chug of an engine
and the strains of Glen Miller's Moonlight
Serenade filtered through the fog. The
engine's tempo matched that of the music. Its relentless churning
acted as a counterpoint to the counterpoint. I didn't wonder where
the sounds came from. Nights are always punctuated with strange
noises - odd creaks and murmurings and voices that come from
nowhere and fade before you can make out what they're
saying.

Unslinging my guitar, I
fingered some of the chords I heard. E7,
A6, G diminished. For a moment, I pictured
myself in the Glen Miller Orchestra circa 1945, playing to a hall
packed with GIs and their nylon-hungry English sweethearts. Glen
Miller was no longer around to lead his band. He was missing,
presumed dead. His plane had been shot down over the English
Channel, possibly by the RAF in what is now termed a
friendly fire incident.

I cast my guitar into
oblivion. It fell like an autumn leaf into the fog and whatever lay
beneath. I listened for a splash. There wasn’t one - only the
increasingly intrusive melody of Moonlight
Serenade and an engine that went
chug-chug-chug-chug.

Was the river dry? Had the tide gone out?
Had I assigned my guitar to a muddy doom rather than a watery
one?

No matter. Whatever the fate of my guitar, I
was determined to share it.

An unseen clock chimed four times as I
hauled myself onto the balustrade. My heart raced, my spirits
soared. This was freedom.

The pounding in my ears
synchronised with the relentless noise of the engine and the
flighty counter-melodies of Moonlight
Serenade. I was at one with the night and
it was time for me to go.

With a flick of my ankles, I launched myself
from the bridge and into the fog.

This was it. Goodbye, cruel world.

There was an instant of weightlessness and
then -

 


Freeze frame. Pause. A moment of suspense as
I address the reasons for my dissatisfaction with life.

The problem began at the
moment of my conception. For billions of years, the universe had
gotten along without me. And then there was an unlikely fusion of
gametes. Blam! A
collection of proteins became me and nine months later I struggled
into a world from which I now wished to depart.

By all accounts I was a beautiful baby. All
my bits were where they should be. My eyes were blue. My lungs
screamed healthily. My squeals and gurgles were textbook.

For three months, I made my parents proud
and happy. They could hardly bear to tear themselves away from me.
They showed me off to their friends, took photographs, filled
scrapbooks with mementoes of this, the happiest time of their
lives. And then they noticed my head wasn't quite symmetrical. One
eye socket was higher than the other. The doctor told them not to
worry; it would sort itself out. So my parents stayed proud and
happy but now they were also anxious.

On the day before my first birthday, Mum and
Dad came face-to-face with the awful truth. A patch of skin on my
right cheek had turned grey and rubbery. My DNA was out of control.
Rogue genes that should have lain dormant had switched themselves
on. I was on my way to becoming the Elephant Boy. Medical science
called it Coulthard’s Disease; there was no cure.

Mummy and Daddy were no longer proud. Nor
happy.

 


- and then
BLAM! Lights flashed in
my head. I was shrouded in pain. It raced along my nerves. It
burned. It cut. It suffused my being.

It fucking hurt.

I slipped into the comforting arms of
oblivion upon whose bosom I would have gladly suckled forever, but
life wasn't done with me yet.

When I came to, the pain
had downgraded itself from RED
ALERT to YELLOW. It was a dull ache. My head
spun. My eyes refused to open.

Chug-chug-bloody-chug. Why did the afterlife sound
like a donkey engine? And why could I smell La Giaconda No. 7, a scent that puts
me in mind of Mediterranean lemon groves and peasant girls swimming
naked beneath a mountain waterfall?

I heard voices.

‘What is it, Westcott?’

‘A body, Captain.’

‘Is it dead?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

A new voice cut in. It had a German accent.
‘Stand back there. Let me take a look.’

Fingertips probed my wrist in search of a
pulse. They found one. The German shouted. ‘Captain Jacobs!’

‘Yes, Dr Hoffman?’

‘We have a stowaway.’

Pain slashed through my ribs. My lungs
laboured for air. I rolled onto my back.

‘Lie still,’ commanded Dr Hoffman.

I opened my eyes and saw the world through
frosted glass. Dr Hoffman's head was a white-haired blur. 'Can you
speak?' he asked.

I had no idea and I wasn't about to try. He
was too close; far too close. I wanted to kick him in the face and
tear out his eyes. Then scurry off into some dark hole where no one
could get near me.

People usually kept away. Only doctors and
morbid retards ever came near. And I hated both classes of people -
especially the former. Too many men in white coats had examined me
as if I were some exotic creature of the wild. Too many had
experimented on my face, promising me normality and delivering only
scars and disappointment. All were helpless in the face of
Coulthard's Disease and they knew it but still they raised my hopes
and piled lie upon lie. And why? So they could add the Elephant Boy
to their CVs, write papers about my rogue genes and include me in
their after-dinner anecdotes.

Hoffman held up a finger. 'Follow the
finger,' he said, moving it slowly from side to side.

I did no such thing. Just glared at him and
tried to summon the strength to wrap my hands around his throat and
penetrate his Adam’s apple with my thumbs.

'Looks like concussion,' he diagnosed as my
vision cleared and beauty incarnate knelt beside me with a first
aid kit. Her perfume descended on me like a rain of petals. She was
the source of my imaginings of lemon groves and naked peasant
girls.

For a few precious moments, her face was my
whole world - her gloriously Nordic face with its porcelain skin,
honey-coloured hair and blue eyes a man would be happy to drown in.
I knew that face; I had seen it on posters and magazine covers. It
belonged to Marion Jonsson, the one-time glamour model. Perhaps it
was concussion, but I forgot to fear her, forgot the pain a
beautiful woman could inflict with just a look or a word.

And then Hoffman loomed above me. ‘Let’s get
this scarf off.’

I managed to utter a word. ‘No.’

‘It’s all right, young man,’ said Hoffman.
‘I’m a surgeon.’

My vision blurred as consciousness leaked
from my mind. I was too weak to implore Hoffman not to remove the
scarf.

Scissors cut through wool. A cold breeze
flowed in baroque arabesques around the crazy contours of my
face.

'Holy fuck!' someone cried. 'It's
horrible!'

I heard a muffled gasp. Running feet. The
sound of someone vomiting.

Please
God, I prayed, make them throw me overboard. And
then I passed out.

 


That then is how my destiny
became inextricably entwined with that of the notorious Dr Hoffman
and his beautiful wife Marion. I dropped into their lives,
plummeted like a disgraced angel onto the deck of their pleasure
yacht, the Placebo.

 


When I came to, I was on a bunk in a cabin.
Silk pyjamas clung uncomfortably to my body. Through half-closed
eyes, I surreptitiously observed Hoffman, Marion and a man in a
uniform - Captain Jacobs, I later learned - standing at a table
upon which my clothes sat neatly folded.

Marion placed a tattered photograph on the
table. ‘This is all he had in his pockets.

‘A love interest?’ wondered Dr Hoffman.

‘There's something
scribbled on the back. I think it says The
Leopard Club, London.’

‘I'm ashamed to say I know it,’ confessed
Captain Jacobs. ‘It's a sleazy cabaret near Waterloo Station.’

Sleazy wasn't the half of
it. The Leopard Club is a meat market masquerading as a gentlemen's club. It's a
place where beautiful girls can make a lot of money for as long as
they stay beautiful.

‘We still don't know who the boy is,’ Marion
pointed out.

‘What happened to his face?’ asked Jacobs.
‘An accident?’

‘It's congenital,’ said Hoffman.

‘Like the Elephant Man?’

‘Close enough.’

‘We should get him to a hospital.’

The suggestion seemed to alarm Dr Hoffman.
‘The newspapers would have a field day. Bad enough if he was
normal. But with his face like that...’ Hoffman shook his head.
‘They'd blame me for it.’

Marion chimed in. ‘In hospital, he’d be a
freak show.’

‘We can look after him on Thunder Island,’
said Dr Hoffman. ‘At least there he’d have some privacy.’

As it dawned on me that I knew who Dr
Hoffman was, I slipped back into darkness.

 


Thunder Island is one of those rugged little
outcroppings of granite that pepper the sea around Britain. Except
on rare days, it is a monochrome place with grey painted on grey.
Sky and sea run seamlessly into one another. Dirty white-flecked
waves dance beneath clouds that look like grubby cotton wool. And
in the midst of it all, like a giant toad, broods the granite pile
known as Thunder Manor.

As I awoke, I felt the familiar caress of
morphine laying my nerves to rest. I was strapped on a gurney like
a condemned man awaiting lethal injection.

The sea air could not rouse me from my
stupor. I might have been able to speak but I didn't want to. My
inclination was to lie still and let the world go about its
business around me. I could hear the creaking of timbers and the
white noise of surf. They had brought me ashore by launch and
lifted me onto a jetty.

A man stood looking down at me. He wore a
dress. His make-up lay on a bed of five o’clock shadow. Of all the
transsexuals I have known, he was amongst the most convincing. In
the suppressed light of a nightclub, his slender, androgynous body
would have fooled most men.

‘Is he dangerous?’ he asked.

‘Suicidal,’ said Marion.

I wasn’t. Since my inept suicide attempt,
life had become interesting. I’m not saying it was great but it did
hold a morbid fascination. Like a bad film that keeps you wanting
to know what happens next.

‘He’s heavily sedated,’ said Dr Hoffman. ‘We
don’t want him doing anything silly.’

‘And the bandages?’ asked the
transvestite.

‘I’m ashamed to say they’re more for our
benefit than his.’

'Must have been quite a fall.'

'One that began the second he was
conceived,' said Hoffman.

'I don't understand, Doctor.'

'Never mind, Barker. I'll explain it all in
good time. Right now we need to get our patient up to the second
floor. I take it there's a bed with clean linen and so forth?'

'Everything has been kept as you ordered,'
said Barker. I detected a note of hurt in his voice. He was a man
who took pride in his work.

The scent of La Giaconda No. 7 drifted
briefly in the sea air. Although I couldn't see Marion Hoffman, her
presence did to my mind what her husband’s morphine did to my
body.

 


Thunder Manor is a glorious mock-Gothic
folly such as only the Victorians could have conceived. Three
floors high, it has towers at each corner and one in the centre
rising above the entrance hall. The west wing has been allowed to
decay. Its walls are choked in ivy. Many of its windows are
broken.

Barker wheeled me through the servants’
entrance into a kitchen frozen - like much of Thunder Manor - in
time. The walls were decked with pots and pans that had last seen
action before the Great War. A fireplace big enough for several
people to stand in dominated the room. Its grate was full of
ancient ashes and the remains of bird nests.

In the corridor outside the kitchen, Barker
shunted me into the rococo cage of a lift the size of a small
furniture van. Once upon a time, its main task had been to
transport food to the ballroom and adjoining banqueting suite. As
the lift trundled up to the top floor of Thunder Manor, I glimpsed
dusty chandeliers and wooden mouldings speckled with gold leaf.

Part of the top floor of the east wing was a
medical facility. Dr Hoffman had bought Thunder Manor with the
intention of turning it into a private clinic. He’d already spent
millions on equipment and fittings when his reputation went down
the crapper. The facility even had a small operating theatre that
could be pressed into use at a moment's notice.

They put me in a room with white walls. It
had a bed that could be morphed into various configurations at the
touch of a button. Next to the bed was a rack of metal shelves
laden with monitors and other machines. And there was a chair, a
sink, a stand for a drip feed, a television and – horror of horrors
- CCTV cameras: one on each wall and one on the ceiling.

Damn those cameras, those all-seeing eyes
standing in for fear of God in these irreligious times. Damn all
CCTV cameras wherever they are. There are those of us who wish, for
perfectly legitimate reasons, to remain invisible, who tremble at
the thought of their likenesses being captured on magnetic tape.
The freaks and misfits of this world have a hard enough time
avoiding people; evading sneaky electronic eyes is well nigh
impossible.

I almost laughed at the
squeaking of the gurney's wheels as Barker pushed it into that
room. Squeak, squeak, squeak
they went. It seemed incongruously
low-tech.

Barker unbuckled my straps. He and Doctor
Hoffman lifted me onto the bed.

I made no protest when they fixed a fresh
set of leather straps across my chest and legs. Such restraints
could no more hold me than a strand of gossamer. I breathed in and
relaxed my muscles as the straps went over my body. By breathing
out and tensing my muscles, I could render the straps ineffective.
You don't get through life with a face like mine without learning
the fundamentals of escapology.

Marion pulled up a chair and sat at my side.
I was vaguely charmed to see she had changed into a nurse’s
uniform. For the first time in too long, I felt secure and cared
for.

'I don't know if you can hear me,' said Dr
Hoffman, 'but I want to assure you we mean you no harm. If you need
anything - anything at all - just ask my wife, Marion. She's going
to stay with you while I figure out what to do next.'

No
hurry, I thought. And my broad grin
broadened some more. Not that Hoffman could have seen much of it
through my bandages. Just a rictus, I expect. A deep, uneven hole
surrounded by lips resembling semi-inflated inner tubes.

Hoffman and Barker departed. Marion pulled
out a paperback and quickly lost herself in its pages. The Deer
Park by Norman Mailer. I regretted never having read it for it
would have offered me some insight into Marion's mind, and I so
wanted to know her better.

I recalled headlines. Vicious phrases, short
and sharp like a razor attack that left the reputations of Dr and
Mrs Hoffman in bloody shreds:

 


IS THIS THE FACE OF EVIL?

INSIDE THE HORROR LAB OF DR
FRANKENSTEIN.

SURGEON WHO PLAYED GOD FACES PRISON.

HOW MUCH DID SHE KNOW?

ME AND MRS FRANKENSTEIN.

 


Oh yes. I knew who Dr Friedrich Hoffman was
all right. And I appreciated the irony of being in his care.

 


For a while - and it might have been one
hour or several - I lay on my back listening to Marion's breathing.
It was sweet music. Morphine was in my veins, God was in His Heaven
and all was right with the world.

I measured time by the beating of my heart
and the rustling of paper whenever Marion turned a page.

Only occasionally did I glance at her and
then just long enough to refresh her image in my mind. I did not
care to be stared at myself and was not about to visit such an
indignity upon the fragrant Mrs Hoffman.

Just as Marion turned her 62nd page, Dr
Hoffman breezed in with a hypodermic and stuck it in my arm.

'There!' he said to Marion as I began a
steady, comfortable descent into oblivion. 'We’ll keep him under
until he's over the worst of his injuries.'

 


I awoke to find moonlight touching my face
and Marion's arm on my thigh. She had fallen asleep in her chair;
her head rested on my mattress.

Perhaps now would be a good time to slip my
bindings and be on my way. Or perhaps I should kick up a racket and
demand that I be released. These people had no right to keep me
here, strapped to a bed in a crumbling pile in the North Sea.

But Marion looked so peaceful and I'd seen
from her eyes that only in sleep did she know true peace. The poor
lamb. How she must have suffered when Dr Hoffman was crucified by
the press and thrown into prison. The fact that she had stood by
her husband and faced down a public baying for her blood was all I
needed to know about Marion Hoffman.

She stirred.

Marion stood up and stretched. Her form was
silhouetted by the moon and I was put in mind of a statue of a
Greek goddess standing in some forgotten Parthenon for thousands of
years, its marble untouched by time while all around fell apart and
turned to dust.

Going to the window, she looked out at the
rugged beauty of Thunder Island. She caught sight of her reflection
in the window and studied it as if it were vaguely familiar.

My eyes were as open as their leathery
ridges would allow. They watched Marion turn her back on the
moonlight. She unpinned her hair. It fell in a golden cascade and
framed her face like a halo.

She looked directly at me. Fear and desire
caused my heart to race. Making eye contact with her was like
holding a live wire.

In the near darkness it was hard to make out
her expression but it wasn't revulsion. She had the steely gaze of
a predator assessing its prey.

As she advanced towards my bed, I was
certain she meant to kill me. I could already feel the pillow
smothering my face as she lovingly sent me to a better place.

Marion stood over me, a putative Angel of
Death. She undid my pyjama top and placed her hand over my heart.
Tenderly, she caressed my chest and abdomen. She kissed my
throat.

With the grace of a gymnast she climbed onto
the bed and knelt astride my trembling body.

As she hitched up her skirt and impaled
herself on me, I was aware of five CCTV cameras recording her
infidelity. Had she forgotten them? Or was she putting on a show
for an unseen audience?

 



Chapter Two

Thunder Island

 


 


In which I marvel at a Victorian spacecraft,
learn something of the history of Thunder Manor and become bonded
in blood with a transvestite.

 


And so we come to the first morning of my
new life. Moonlight had given way to a sun rendered effete by
clouds. Marion lay asleep at my side with an arm and leg draped
over me. The drugs had worn off. My body ached: a constant reminder
that, like it or not, I was still alive.

Two days and nights had passed since my
arrival on Thunder Island. For most of that time I had been
rendered unconscious by whatever Dr Hoffman kept putting in my
veins.

There was a knock on the door. Perhaps it
was Dr Hoffman come to see how his patient was doing. Under the
circumstances, he could be forgiven for thinking his patient was
doing rather too well.

Before I could react, the door opened and
Barker breezed in with a breakfast trolley. Wearing a gingham dress
and sporting a yellow ribbon, he looked like an inbred Tennessee
schoolgirl.

'Good morning,' he chirruped, removing the
steel lid from a tray laden with enough bacon, scrambled eggs,
sausages and beans to feed a scout troop. 'I hope someone has an
appetite.'

Marion opened her eyes. She slipped off the
bed and stretched. 'Morning, Barker. What time is it?'

'Just after ten. Dr Hoffman thought someone
could do with a lie-in.'

'That was thoughtful of him.' Marion kissed
me on my bandaged forehead before gliding out the door.

I lay there trying to figure out what the
fuck was going on. I ticked off a few pertinent facts in my head.
I’d been kidnapped by a disgraced plastic surgeon. A beautiful
woman had all-but raped me. Her manservant was wearing a dress.
Said manservant had caught me in bed with said beautiful woman and
was acting as if it was an every day occurrence.

Deciding some things were best left
un-analysed, I tried to sit up. The straps held me in place.

'Oh look at you all trussed
up like something in a German porn film,' said Barker. With a few
deft moves, he undid the straps. 'No
bondage before breakfast - that's my number
one rule. I hope you like your eggs scrambled.'

'What are you?’ I asked, horribly aware that
I sounded like a drunk speaking from the bottom of a well. I turned
my head sideways to allow my lower jaw to fall back in place. 'A
manservant?'

'Not so much of the man, if you please. My
name's Barker. What's yours?'

My name. It wasn't often I was asked for it;
it wasn't often that I gave it.’

'People call me Kaspar,' I said. 'With a
K.'

'Well Kaspar with a K, Dr Hoffman thinks you
might be dangerous. Didn't stop him sending me here with your
breakfast though. I'm obviously expendable.'

With a cheesy grin and a curtsey, Barker
waved at one of the cameras.

I sat up. Slowly. Painfully. I adjusted my
neck brace and manually twisted my head until it rested comfortably
on the foam padding. Then I swung my legs over the side of the bed.
Barker in the meantime busied himself with piling food onto a
plate.

'Do you want to sit at the table?' he
asked.

'Here will be just fine.'

Barker put the plate on my lap and offered
me a knife and fork which I waved away. The topography of my mouth
rendered cutlery items instruments of self-torture. I scooped up a
rasher of bacon and a handful of scrambled eggs and crammed them
into my mouth.

Barker watched in fascination.

'I've been kidnapped,' I complained,
heedless of the half-masticated, saliva-sodden scraps that fell
from my twisted lips.

'Rescued,' said Barker. 'You threw your life
away. Finders keepers; losers weepers.'

'So now I'm the property of Doctor Hoffman?
Another lab rat for his insane experiments?'

Barker's thermostat plummeted. 'Dr Hoffman
would have been within his rights had he thrown you overboard or
dropped you off at the nearest casualty ward. He didn’t have to
bring you here. Lord knows, he could do without the hassle.'

And now I had the measure of Barker. Dr
Hoffman was everything to him. His loyalty to his master was
absolute. And - judging by his casualty ward crack - he had a knack
for intuiting other people's weaknesses. I liked Barker. Outsiders
and survivors both, we had a lot in common.

'I've read a lot about Dr Hoffman,' I told
him.

'You've read lie after lie after lie.'

'Even before he became notorious, I followed
his career. He was the one person on the planet I thought might be
able to help me.'

Barker softened. 'Of course. I should have
realised.'

'For what it's worth, I never believed half
of what I read about him.'

 


After breakfast and a bath, Barker brought
me an orderly's uniform to change into and escorted me to the
ballroom.

It had been built to impress, a job it still
managed even after decades of neglect. There was dust in the
corners and cobwebs on the ceiling. Dirt and seagull droppings
obscured the skylights. Pigeons nested in the balconies and
rafters. I’m not tempted to talk about faded splendour because the
charms of Thunder Manor's ballroom were in no way diminished by
age. They merely lay dormant.

I was drawn to a glass cabinet filled with
Venetian masks. Dozens of empty, gaudy faces stared sightlessly at
me. Some were grotesque; some glittered. A few displayed touches of
humour. None would fit over my distorted features.

I asked Barker a question he must have been
asked a thousand times: 'Why do you dress like a woman?'

'I am a woman.’ He tapped his chest. 'Here.
Inside. Mother Nature was as careless with me as she was with
you.'

'Mother Nature is a 24 carat, A1,
unmitigated bitch.'

'Now there's a song title if ever I heard
one.'

I opened the cabinet and picked out a mask.
It was covered in silver glitter and had a red lightning flash on
its right cheek. The design probably owed as much to David Bowie
circa 1973 as it did to 18th century Venice.

I held it in front of my face. 'How do I
look?'

'Like the Phantom of the Opera.'

There were certain questions I needed
answers to if I was to stay at Thunder Manor. 'So what's the truth
about Dr Hoffman? Did he really kill three of his patients and
mutilate a fourth?'

Barker looked pained. 'He wasn't even there
when it happened. It was a new procedure. Dr Hoffman wanted to do
more tests but other people - greedy, unscrupulous people -
couldn't be bothered to wait.

When it all went wrong, they put the blame
on him.'

'And the stories about his father during the
war?'

'Dr Hoffman is not responsible for the sins
of his father – however much he might think otherwise.'

 


We went down to the beach and stood on a
sand dune. Barker apologised for the gloom. I reminded him I was
accustomed to shadows and darkness; what sunlight there was would
suffice for me.

Nearby, half-buried in sand, lay the rusting
hulk of what looked like a giant artillery shell with a line of
portholes on each side.

Barker told me some of the island's history.
'It was christened Thunder Island in the 19th century by an
eccentric industrialist called Oliver Sherman. He built Thunder
Manor and this thing.' Barker pointed to the shell.

'What is it?’ I asked.

'A spaceship. At least that was the idea.
Sherman hit upon the splendid notion of being fired into outer
space in a giant artillery shell. Thankfully his wife had him
certified before he could give it a try.'

I caught the sound of a rabbit moving in the
long grass. Time to provide Barker with some entertainment.

Slipping out of my jacket and shirt, I
tossed them aside and went after the rabbit.

Mr Bunny was fast. Mr Bunny was skillful. He
feinted to the right and dodged to the left. He doubled back on
himself, darted between my legs, leapt over my outstretched arms.
Each time I lunged at him, he anticipated my move by a fraction of
a second and bounded beyond my reach.

Round and round we ran. Back and forth.
Through the long grass. Up and down the dunes of Thunder Island. Oh
what fun we had testing each other's reactions, pushing ourselves
to our chest-pounding, muscle-wrenching limits. For all my speed
and agility, I was far from graceful. My outsized head with its odd
centre of gravity was forever threatening to throw me off-balance.
I ran like a giddy drunk.

Mr Bunny almost got away. Perhaps he felt a
thrill of triumph as he saw the welcoming mouth of his warren a
yard in front of him. He must have thought he'd made it. I hope the
blow I delivered to the back of his neck killed him before he
realised he'd lost the game.

I held the dead rabbit aloft and called to
Barker. 'Lunch!'

But Barker didn't feel dressed for lunch.
'What I'm wearing is fine for toast and cornflakes,' he pronounced.
'But freshly slaughtered rabbit calls for something altogether more
elegant.'

We left the rabbit hanging in the kitchen
and took the servants’ stairs up to the first floor. Barker led me
along a corridor lined with suits of armour and portraits of stern
looking gentlemen representing a sweep of British history from the
English Civil War to the Victorian era.

'The paintings are all by Oliver Sherman,'
said Barker. 'He had the armour knocked up in one of his metal
works.'

He ushered me into a bedroom suffused with a
scent I recognised - La Giaconda No. 7 - and slid open the door of
a built-in wardrobe to reveal a forest of clothes.

'The spoils of ten years as a fashion model'
said Barker. 'Souvenirs of the days when Marion Hoffman was Marion
Jonsson and worshiped by the beautiful people, courted by Princes
and paid shitloads to prance about on catwalks.'

Barker took the ribbon from his hair before
shedding his gingham dress and kicking it under the bed. Now
wearing only panties, suspenders and stockings he turned
sideways-on to the mirrored wardrobe and held in his stomach. 'Give
me tits and I'd have the perfect woman's figure, wouldn't you
say?'

I nodded noncommittally. To be honest, I
wasn't feeling entirely comfortable about violating Marion's
privacy.

'Don't worry,' said Barker, picking up on my
vibes. 'Marion and I share everything. We're like a couple of old
girlfriends.'

He took a dress from the wardrobe and
briefly scrutinised it before laying it on the bed. 'Much too
ordinary. I want something to make me feel feminine and
special.'

The next dress he took was more to his
liking. He held it up in front of the mirror and made a few
appreciative noises before rejecting it.

I sat on the bed and watched patiently as
Barker rifled through Marion's designer dresses. Eventually he
settled upon a red ball gown which, though stylish, avoided
vulgarity by a mere whisker.

With a good deal of cursing and grunting, he
managed to squeeze himself into the gown.

'How do I look?' he asked.

'Fabulous,' I replied.

 


In the kitchen, I skinned the rabbit and
used its blood to rouge Barker's cheeks. He dipped his fingers into
the rabbit's carcass and wiped them across his lips.

We licked the blood from each other's
fingers.

The bond was complete. We were blood
brothers.

 



Chapter Three

Dr Frankenstein

 


 


In which I talk genetics with Dr Hoffman,
sit on a gargoyle and find some reasons to go on living.

 


It was time to face Dr Hoffman. I was
near-certain he knew what had occurred between me and his wife.
Even as we'd committed our act of adultery, I could sense his
presence at the other end of the CCTV cable. Marion couldn’t have
been unaware of the cameras. Did the possibility of being found out
add to the thrill of her infidelity? Or was she intentionally
putting on a show for her husband? If so, had she done it to
entertain or to hurt?

Marion, for all that she had once been a
model, did not strike me as an exhibitionist and her husband was an
unlikely voyeur. And yet I could not shake off the notion that I
had participated in some bizarre threesome in which Dr Hoffman had
played a passive yet significant role.

Of course, my own part could scarcely be
called active. I had not initiated coitus. I had not even consented
to it except by default. I was secured to a bed. Hoffman himself
had pulled the straps about me and fastened the buckles. I had
assumed it was to prevent me falling out of bed but now hindsight
provided me with other possible scenarios.

Barker phoned Hoffman in his study and -
after supplying my name and a brief report of my progress -
announced I was on my way. He gave me directions. I left him in his
ball gown chopping vegetables and set off for the study. Along the
way I mentally prepared myself for what I expected to be an ugly
encounter.

 


Hoffman's study was bare floorboards
littered with oriental carpets. It was oak bookcases and antique
globes, a plastic skeleton and a desk the size of a billiard table.
A reproduction medieval map of the world covered an entire
wall.

The desk was a statement of power. Fashioned
from oak, inlaid with walnut and ivory, it made clear who was in
charge. Later, Barker told me the desk had been built for Otto Von
Bismarck and that Kaiser Bill had laid his ill-fated plans of
conquest from behind its formidable bulk. And now here we were: a
freak called Kaspar and a disgraced plastic surgeon sitting either
side of a piece of furniture that had helped shape over 100 years
of European history.

Dr Hoffman reminded me of a bear. White
haired, he was stoutly built with slightly more muscle than fat.
There was something in his movements that spoke of Prussian
formality and a lack of spontaneity. Here was a man who relished
control and sought to keep things in order. He had greeted me with
a business-like handshake. Neither his voice nor his manner
betrayed hostility. Perhaps he was as yet unaware of his wife's
indiscretion? Or maybe he was biding his time, waiting until I was
off my guard. With his medical training, he could doubtless kill me
and make it look like natural causes.

'I must confess,' he said, pouring himself a
glass of water 'that my motives for bringing you to Thunder Island
are not entirely altruistic. I am a man cursed with an overwhelming
curiosity. You are no doubt aware of the price I have paid for
attempting to push back the frontiers of knowledge?

‘I shall tell you something the newspapers
never found out about me. It would have made headlines if they
had.

'I had a twin brother. His name was Karl.
The press didn't know about him because he was sent away at an
early age and died when he was twelve. I suspect he committed
suicide but have no way of knowing. My father not only never spoke
of my brother, he actually denied his existence. All I knew of Karl
was what fearful servants told me behind my father's back.

'Papa was a Nazi. The newspaper reports
about him were mostly true. He ran a government-sponsored clinic
outside Munich. Here he committed a string of atrocities upon those
the state designated subhuman - Jews, gypsies, the mentally ill,
the congenitally handicapped and so forth.

‘My father believed there exists a template
for the perfect human being. He also believed he was somehow
qualified to define that template. His crimes were numerous. The
allies should have hung him but he had certain useful information
and a deal was done.

'He married and - rather late in life -
fathered twins. I must have fitted his template because he did not
reject me. My brother Karl, on the other hand...' Dr Hoffman paused
to collect himself. He took a sip of water. 'Karl had Coulthard's
Disease.’

The hairs on my neck stood up. Of all the
decks of all the pleasure yachts in the world, I had to land on Dr
Hoffman's. Since being identified at the beginning of the twentieth
century, there had been less than twenty documented cases of
Coulthard's Disease. To have chanced upon the brother of a fellow
sufferer was an extraordinary coincidence. It was as if the gods
were playing games with me.

'Throughout my career as a cosmetic
surgeon,' Hoffman went on, 'I never once encountered a single
instance of Coulthard's. Some of my colleagues even questioned its
existence. They explained away reports of its occurrence as
misdiagnosis. But I knew it existed. That's what drew me into
cosmetic surgery.

'I have no memory of my brother Karl. But as
a boy I often dreamt of him. We would meet in a dark, old house
where he hid in the shadows, never showing his face. I promised him
I would dedicate my life to helping put right the mistakes of
Mother Nature. It was a promise I kept for as long as I could, but
the law no longer permits me to do so. If I so much as apply a
sticking plaster to a grazed knee, I could find myself back in
prison. It is the cruelest fate that could befall a man such as I.
I want to do good. I can do good. But I am not permitted.

'I would long ago have done what you
attempted the other night were it not for Marion. She needs me,
Kaspar, and I need her to need me. And there's something else too
that keeps me from taking my own life. I have this feeling, a sense
that God - or Fate or some higher power - put me on this earth to
make amends for the evils committed by my father. I have a destiny
to fulfill.'

Dr Hoffman rose and went to the window.

I hesitated before daring to ask: 'Can you
cure me?'

Hoffman was taken aback by the question.
'No. You mustn't hope for that. All I offer you is the freedom of
this island. We can take care of you here, help you live a full and
happy life.'

'But you can't give me a new face?'

'I'm sorry.'

'Your synthetic DNA - '

'Doesn't work! You've read the newspapers.
You know what it did to those men.'

'At the trial, you said mistakes had been
made - procedural ones. Your fellow researchers went ahead with the
operations before you'd finished your tests.'

'Enough!' Dr Hoffman glowered at me. He
stood there clenching and unclenching his fists. He wasn't so much
angry as hurting. 'You weren't there! You have no idea how my
patients suffered. Synthetic DNA doesn't work! It cannot work!'

The side door opened. Marion entered. She
went to Dr Hoffman and took his hand. 'The equipment's ready,' she
said.

Her voice soothed her husband. He managed a
smile in my direction. 'I apologise, young man. I should not have
lost my temper. It is only natural that you ask the things you
do.'

He offered me his hand and I shook it.

'Would you care to see my laboratory?' he
asked, indicating the door through which Marion had entered. 'I
think you might find it interesting.'

 


I wish I could report that the laboratory of
the man the press called Dr Frankenstein was a playroom of bubbling
retorts, Leyden jars and electricity-spitting Tesla columns. But
there was nothing that spoke of mad science, of an evil genius
defying God and tampering with Nature. There were rows of metal
boxes resembling chest freezers, cabinets with keyboards and
digital read outs, worktops that would have suited a modern
kitchen, shelves lined with jars and gadgets that looked like they
might have come from the storeroom of a car factory. It was all
neat and clinical. Industrial and impersonal. The only concession
to the bizarre was a display cabinet filled with plaster cast
faces, distant relatives of the Venetian masks in the ballroom.

Much of the equipment was covered in dust.
Some of it was rusty. But the machine that Dr Hoffman especially
wanted to show me had been recently polished. A thing of enamel and
chrome, it glistened like a jewel.

In size and shape it was not unlike a
washing machine except it’s door was the size of a playing
card.

'My own invention,' said Dr Hoffman. 'A DNA
sequencer. Ten years ago, this was cutting edge technology. Now
there are other machines capable of mapping genomes, but they are
unthinking, literal brutes that transcribe what they see but are
incapable of knowing its meaning. This machine makes sense of what
it finds and it can spot anomalies.

'Nobody as yet knows the exact cause of
Coulthard's Disease. We can make vague noises about it being
genetic but that's about it. Until lately it was impossible to
isolate the gene sequence responsible for the condition but now -
thanks to my sequencer - it can be done.'

Hoffman paused to allow me to take on the
implications of what he was saying.

So that was why he had taken me into his
care. I was to be his passport back to respectability. With his
wonderful machine he could pinpoint the cause of Coulthard's
Disease and a host of other genetic mishaps. Even if his fellow
doctors still despised him, they would have to acknowledge his
genius.

Now I could make sense of his wife's bizarre
behaviour and his evident tolerance of it. She was the honey in a
trap designed to keep me on Thunder Island.

Looking into Hoffman's face, I found it easy
to believe he could be so ruthless as to use his wife like a common
prostitute. And Marion, I knew, was so in love with the brute she
was willing to debase herself to further his ends.

I would have gladly killed Hoffman there and
then but for Marion.

'What do you want from me?’ I asked, holding
my head back to prevent dribble escaping my lips. Although I had
been on my feet for only a few hours, my neck was beginning to
tire.

'I already have it,' said Hoffman. 'I placed
some tissue from your cheek in the DNA sequencer two days ago. In a
few hours we will know what causes Coulthard's Disease.'

How simple, how mundane. A cotton bud in my
mouth and there - in the bit of spittle thus removed - was the
answer to the riddle of my affliction.

Of course, knowing what causes a disease and
being able to cure it are two different things. Mapping my genome
was not going to make me any prettier. But if it meant I could stay
on Thunder Island – away from the vexations of the world and close
to Marion Hoffman - I was willing to indulge Dr Hoffman.

I signed some consent forms then mentioned I
needed to lie down. With a head weighing twice what it should, my
neck was prone to tiredness.

Marion showed me to my bedroom. It was
opposite hers, next to Barker's. Dr Hoffman's room was further down
the hallway. He was a light sleeper, Marion explained, and prone to
bouts of insomnia. Some nights he sat up in bed and read books.
That’s why they had separate rooms.

Marion pointed out the
features of my room - the wardrobe, the chest of drawers, the en
suite bathroom and so forth. Almost everything was antique and
luxurious. A French window led onto a balcony. It afforded me a
view of the jetty. There was no sign of the Placebo.

Marion told me to tug on the bell cord if I
should need anything. I undressed and slipped into the first
comfortable bed I had experienced in many a long year.

'Do you want me to stay?’ Marion asked.

I assured her there was no need, that I'd be
right as rain in hour or so.

She put a glass of water on the bedside
table and went out.

I stared at the ceiling and
for the first time since my arrival at Thunder Manor I thought
about Ashley Conway. She’d like it
here, I reflected, especially the ballroom where she could dance for her own
pleasure rather than that of drink-sodden strangers.

Perhaps if we had found a place like this,
away from the city with its pressures and temptations, away from
the pushers, the pimps and the punters who had over the space of a
few short months drained the life from her...

Perhaps.

Perhaps I shouldn't be
here now, I thought. Perhaps this isn't the way it's meant to be.

Ashley Conway was dead. What right did I
have to still be alive? What reason?

I felt as if I'd broken an unspoken
agreement, a lover’s pact. And that was foolish of me. Sentimental,
romantic and frankly deluded.

Ashley would have laughed. If she could have
spoken to me right then, I knew exactly what she'd have said: 'I'm
dead, Kaspar. Get over it.'

Thanks to the bed’s orthopedic pillows, my
neck recovered in record time. After only ten minutes I was as
right as rain and free to explore Thunder Manor on my own
terms.

Putting on my neck brace and some trousers,
I made my way to the servants' stairs and climbed as high as they
would take me. I found myself in a delightful attic the size of a
football pitch. It was full of broken furniture, tea chests and the
smell of decay. Judging from the dust on the floor, no one had been
here in years, possibly decades.

It was a museum of sorts, a gallery of
discarded knick-knacks dating back to the time of Oliver Sherman.
The tea chests were full of what had once been junk but might now
be valuable antiques. On top of one of them sat a brass pressure
gauge with a date of 1878 inscribed on it.

Scavenger that I am, I was tempted to
rummage about in search of curios and collectables, but I had to
get on. Sooner or later I might need to escape from Thunder Manor
or hide in its grimmer recesses. It was essential I build a map of
its layout in my mind.

This was the survivor in me at work.
Wherever I went, I sought out escape routes and hiding places. It
was a habit that had saved me from many a beating.

Feeling like Steerpike in the Hall of Bright
Carvings, I strolled along the attic and examined dirty skylights
that kept out more daylight than they let in. Rust and seagull shit
had long ago sealed them tightly shut - all except for one whose
timber frame had rotted and warped. As luck would have it, a
dressing table (one missing drawer but in otherwise good nick)
stood beneath it.

Within seconds I was on a flat, crenellated
roof. Lines of gargoyles crouched along its edges with their backs
to me. Every which way I turned there was crumbling masonry and the
sea. In the distance I could see the English mainland. Sea gulls
wheeled above my head.

I was in my element. The eagle in his
nest.

I sat abreast a stone demon and together we
looked down at the dunes and the moon ship that never was. I saw
Barker stroll down to the sea and stand at the edge of the beach
where the waves crept around his ankles. Like me, he was a freak,
an outcast, a loner. I wondered what his story was. Not the broad
strokes, for they would have been much like my own, but the fine
detail in which many a devil no doubt dwelt. When had he known he
was different? How soon had the bullying begun? How frequent? How
brutal? Did his father disown him? Did his mother try to
understand? How well did she disguise her disgust and
disappointment?

From my lofty viewpoint I could see all the
connections linking the four wounded souls that inhabited Thunder
Island. There was Dr Hoffman, forever haunted by the sins of his
father and the untimely death of his twin brother. There was
Barker, the ugly duckling who dreamed of becoming a swan. There was
me - old Pumpkin Head, Son of Elephant Man, the Thing in the Attic
- the man who hated mirrors. And then there was Marion who defined
herself by the pain she felt. Long before her vilification at the
hands of the press, something had caused her a deep, abiding
sorrow. I'd sensed it when we'd made love and her defenses came
down. I fell into her eyes and saw the emptiness where something
precious had been torn from her.

We were four injured creatures huddled
together for protection.

 


Believing me to still be asleep, Dr Hoffman,
Marion and Barker gathered at the kitchen table to discuss what
they thought they knew about me. I had climbed into the chimney on
the top floor and scrambled down to within earshot of their
conversation.

'Is he sane?' asked Dr Hoffman.

'So far as I can tell,' said Barker. 'He's
highly eccentric, but he's in good company there.'

'Suicidal?'

'Not at the moment. The island fascinates
him and so does this house.'

'And when the novelty's worn off?'

'Your guess is as good as mine.'

'What do you make of him, Marion?'

'He's wild. He's intelligent. He's
sensitive.'

'A noble savage,' said Barker.

I heard Hoffman sigh. 'It can't be a
coincidence, can it? I'm the one person on this planet with any
chance of giving him a normal life.'

'They'll crucify you,' said Marion so
quietly I barely caught her words.

There was an uncomfortable silence. I wiped
a stray cobweb from my face. Marion was right. Next time Hoffman
stepped out of line, the Establishment would delight in breaking
him in a thousand and one different ways. And they would do the
same to Marion.

'What has he said about his past?' asked
Hoffman.

'Not a lot,' replied Barker. 'I think he
would rather forget it.'

'I doubt he'll open up,' said Marion. 'At
least not straight away.'

'Maybe I should make enquiries,' said
Hoffman. 'Get a private eye to investigate.'

'That would be an unforgivable intrusion,'
said Marion.

'But what about his friends? Might they not
be wandering what's become of him?'

'People with friends don't throw themselves
off bridges in the middle of the night.'

'There's the girl in the photograph,' said
Barker. 'She must mean something to him. Mind you, I tried getting
him to talk about her and he told me to fuck off.'

'Good for him,' said Marion. 'He's as
entitled to his secrets as the rest of us.'

Secrets, yes. I was a Pandora’s Box of
things that could or should not be divulged. How wise you were
Marion to see the folly of digging up the plague pit of my past.
Some sleeping dogs should be put down.

 


In the afternoon, I joined Marion and Barker
in Marion's bedroom where we lounged on the bed looking through a
scrapbook of famous beauties. Marion and Barker discussed the
merits and shortcomings of each of them. Not feeling in any way
qualified to pontificate on the twin subjects of women and beauty,
I mostly kept my own counsel.

It was only when we came to Grace Kelly that
I felt emboldened - actually compelled - to comment. 'The ultimate
in femininity. So elegant. So self-assured.'

'Amen to that,' said Barker.

'She's everything I'd like to be,' said
Marion wistfully.

Up next was Audrey Hepburn. 'A fawn,' said
Barker. 'Couldn't you just eat her?'

Barker turned a page. This time: Helena
Christiansen.

'She has the lot,' Marion declared. 'Those
smouldering eyes make me want to offer her my throat.'

Greta Garbo caused Barker to ask: 'Couldn't
you just rip her to shreds?'

Marion and Barker looked at each other with
mischief in their eyes

'Clara Bow?' cried Marion.

'Crucify!' cried Barker.

'Heidi Klum?'

'Make her wear sack cloth!'

'Rita Hayworth?'

'Now you're talking!'

Barker nibbled Marion's ear. Gasping, she
threw back her head and allowed him to plant a kiss on her
lips.

They wrapped their arms around one another,
rolled across the mattress.

I watched from the sidelines as they groped
and pawed and panted and undid each other's buttons. When Barker's
family jewels came out, I flinched. For someone wishing to be rid
of his genitalia, he was somewhat over-blessed.

But that was as far as things could go.
However willing Barker’s spirit, his flesh was apathetic.

With a resigned shrug, Marion tucked
Barker’s limp penis back into his trousers. ‘One of these days…’
she said wistfully. ‘Would it help if I pretended to be a boy?’

‘We’ve tried that before,’ said Barker.
‘Remember?’

‘Oh well. Back to the photo album.’

 


Afterwards, we went to the beach. A lively
breeze drove Barker and Marion to the shelter of a sand dune.

I stripped off and flung myself into the
waves. The sea broiled around me. It imbued my bandages with the
primeval smack of brine.

Submerging, I looked up at
the sky just as the sun broke through the clouds and cast golden
beams into the water. For a moment, I fancied that the sun was the
moon and all that had passed since I'd thrown myself off the bridge
had been a dream, the desperate fantasy of a man in denial. I was
in a river. There was no Placebo
to break my fall and carry me off to a
non-existent island. No Doctor Hoffman. No Mrs Frankenstein. I was
a suicide. I was drowning. And I swear I could hear
Moonlight Serenade.

The clouds closed around the sun. I drifted
up to the surface. Dr Hoffman had joined Barker and Marion on the
beach. They watched silently as I strolled out of the sea and
slipped into my trousers.

I squeezed water from my neck brace.

'The analyser has completed its task,' said
Hoffman. 'I have isolated the gene sequence responsible for
Coulthard's Disease.'

'And what does that do for me?' I
demanded.

'I will publish my results and hopefully
someone will begin work on finding a cure. Who knows, maybe a few
years from now...' Hoffman's voice trailed off. He knew I wasn’t
fooled.

'Number one:' I said, 'no publication in the
world will risk its reputation by publishing a paper written by
you. Number two: no drugs company is going to spend a penny trying
to cure a disease that affects less than a dozen people at any one
time.'

I sent a pebble bobbing across the surface
of the sea.

'I've been thinking about what it would be
like to be normal,' I told Dr Hoffman, his beautiful wife and their
transsexual manservant. 'To walk down the street without people
pretending not to see me. I want a life, Dr Hoffman. I want to eat
in restaurants and say hello to strangers and meet people who'd
like to get to know me better. I want to be wanted. I want to be
human.'

My three friends - the only people in the
world who mattered to me - remained silent.

'Surely,' I said, 'I'm entitled to all those
little things everyone else takes for granted. I'm not asking for
riches or fame. I'll settle for being normal.' Placing my hands
under my chin, I shifted my head so that it rested more comfortably
on the neck brace. 'What crime did I commit that I should be
punished like this?'

Again, silence.

'Your father, Dr Hoffman, was a war
criminal. Did he suffer for his crimes?'

'You have no right to ask that,' snapped
Barker.

'He has every right,' said Hoffman quietly.
'A crime against humanity is a crime against everyone, no matter
how long ago it was committed. Yes, Kaspar, my father suffered but
not enough. That's why I suffer in his stead.'

Hoffman put an arm around his wife. 'I know
what went wrong,' he said. 'Why my synthetic DNA failed. I can fix
the fault. Science has come a long way these past few years.
There's new equipment, new techniques. The human genome has been
mapped. We can manipulate stem cells.'

Marion looked scared. She pressed her face
to her husband's chest.

'Give me the word,' Hoffman told her, 'and
I'll destroy my notes and every last bit of lab equipment. I'll
burn Thunder Manor to the ground. We can walk away from this.'

'No,' said Marion. 'We can't. We both know
that.'

Hoffman turned to me. 'Well, Kaspar, how
about it? Do you want to be Frankenstein’s new monster?’

 



Chapter Four

The Making Of The New Me

 


 


In which I acquire a new face, become
embarrassingly tumescent and fall once more from the sky.

 


It took three weeks for Dr
Hoffman to source the equipment he needed and have it shipped to
Thunder Island on the Placebo. Much of the gear was highly
specialised. Knowing someone with the right knowledge might figure
out what it was for, he made sure to acquire no more pieces than
necessary from any one supplier. He also invented a fictitious
research company in Yorkshire through which he paid for the stuff.
His name didn't appear on a single order.

What Hoffman was doing wasn't illegal. The
ban on him practicing medicine in no way prohibited him from
laboratory research. He was free to create as much synthetic DNA as
he pleased. It was what he planned to do with the stuff that would
take him beyond the law.

Sooner or later, the press or the
authorities would get wind of the fact that 'Dr Frankenstein' was
back in the plastic surgery business and then - to quote Barker -
'there's-a gonna be a lynching!'

Dear old Barker. He was like a kid in the
run up to Christmas - excited, impatient and at times annoyingly
hyperactive. For years, he had languished on Thunder Island,
faithfully serving the Hoffmans and asking no more from life than
that it leave him be. It must have been a long time since he'd
planned ahead more than a few weeks and then only for the Hoffmans,
never for himself. Until I came along, he'd had no future to speak
of - only a long, unmodulating sequence of todays trapped in the
wrong body.

But now he could dare to dream. If things
went well - if I got a new face and that face held together -
Hoffman could turn his energies to the much more complex business
of turning Barker into a woman.

One exceptionally mild evening, Barker and I
sat on rattan chairs in the conservatory mixing Martinis for
ourselves. I asked him why he didn't have an operation on the
National Health Service.

'My dear Kaspar,' he said, fixing me with
the look of a disappointed parent coming to terms with the
realisation that their offspring is never going to be a rocket
scientist, 'I need to be a real woman, inside and out. The best the
NHS can do is give me the appearance of a woman and that’s not
enough. I want a womb and fallopian tubes. I want eggs. I want to
bleed every month. And in time, when I find the right man, I want
babies. s-DNA can deliver that.'

The wind dropped out of my sails. Was s-DNA
really as flexible as Barker claimed? If so it was arguably the
most important invention of all time. It gave Man the godlike power
to recreate himself in whatever image he chose.

'There's more to it than that,' Barker
pointed out after I'd excitedly gabbled on about how in the future
we would all be beautiful. 'With s-DNA, cripples can exchange their
useless legs for ones that work. Blind people can be fitted with
new eyes. The deaf will be made undeaf. Just about any physical
affliction can be fixed.'

‘Some of us might never die,’ I muttered.
For those who could afford it, every organ in the human body would
be either repairable or replaceable. Old age was about to meet its
match.

I felt like Oppenheimer must have felt when
he witnessed the detonation of the first atom bomb and realised he
might very well have sent Man hurtling along the road to Oblivion.
‘Now I am become Death,’ he’d reportedly said, ‘the destroyer of
worlds.’

Medical science was at a scary crossroads.
Hoffman looked set to out-Frankenstein Frankenstein.

'Of course, the world may never get to know
about Hoffman’s new, improved s-DNA,’ said Barker. ‘Think how many
drugs companies will go under if synthetic DNA becomes universally
available. They've killed people for inventing a better car engine.
What do you think they'll do to someone who comes up with a better
human body?

'The bastards who destroyed Dr Hoffman only
let him live because they thought he'd been rendered harmless. When
they find they were wrong, prison will be the least of his
worries.'

Barker was drunk. We both were. I didn't
entirely buy into his paranoid scenario of shadowy corporations
ruthlessly guarding their cash cows by icing the competition.
Besides, once my new face was unveiled to the world, the genie
would be out of the bottle. Synthetic DNA was going to
revolutionise medicine and make Dr Hoffman a hero. I was almost
sure of it.

 


The next time I visited the laboratory, it
had been spruced up. New equipment sat alongside old. There was no
sign of dirt or rust.

Marion was sitting at a bench with a laptop
computer displaying a graphic of a man's head. Moving her mouse,
she rotated and tilted the graphic through three dimensions .

'What do you think?' she asked.

I nodded approvingly. The face was handsome.
I especially liked the square jaw and the solid yet not-too-large
nose. 'Is that my new face?'

'Do you like it?'

'Do you?'

'Very much so.'

'Then I like it too.'

'Good. Because you're going to be stuck with
it the rest of your life.'

Behind us, Doctor Hoffman checked the
readouts on a machine that looked like a futuristic steam bath.
'The culture's nearly ready,' he announced. 'Tomorrow I think.'

'And it's stable?' asked Marion.

'Oh yes. This time it's stable.'

 


That night, a storm raged. I sat in my
bedroom by the French window and watched the rain come down. The
occasional stroke of lightning slashed at the atmosphere. My
reflection regarded me through ethereal bandages.

Hello, Pumpkin
Head, it telepathed. This is our last night together.

There was a knock on the door. I glanced at
the clock on the mantelpiece. It was just after two in the
morning.

I called
enter and Marion glided
in, a silk nightdress flowing around her perfect curves.

'You don't mind me disturbing you? I figured
you'd still be up.' She sat on the bed. Her scent filled the room,
filled my senses, filled my mind. 'Big day tomorrow.'

'The day my life begins,' I replied.

'You understand that it might not work?'

'What have I to lose?'

'Hope. We gave you that and we might snatch
it away again. I'm scared, Kaspar.'

'For me?'

'For you. For my husband. For all of
us.'

'Whatever happens, I'll be all right. And so
will you. You're strong.'

'And Friedrich? I don't think he could take
another failure.'

'He's a good man. Never forget that, Marion.
Never let him forget it either.'

'He believes Fate brought you together.'

'So do I.'

Marion stood up and went to the mirror. She
stared at herself, fell into her gaze and touched the void that lay
within. I so wanted to wrap my arms around her wondrous body, to
make her feel safe and wanted.

'How beautiful am I?' she asked.

'You,' I said, 'are the most stunningly
beautiful woman I have ever met.'

She smiled as if she thought I was teasing.
'I see other women and wish I was like them. They seem so much more
real.'

'What happened, Marion? What tore that lump
out of your soul?'

'What's missing in me? Is that what you
mean?'

'What have you lost?'

'Something precious, Kaspar. Something I
would give anything to have back.'

We were suddenly uncomfortable together. We
had gone too far, too quickly. This was not the time to be baring
our souls.

Marion kissed my bandaged forehead and
hurried back to her room.

I stayed looking out at the night until the
storm abated and the sun came up.

 


While the Hoffmans and Barker breakfasted, I
went for a run around the island. Hunger gnawed at my innards but
familiarity had bred contempt and I ignored it. Hunger, cold,
loneliness: these were things I could consign to a closet at the
back of my mind where they need not bother me.

I ran hard and I ran fast. I wanted my lungs
to catch fire and my muscles to ache. I wanted to feel as alive as
I possibly could.

This was my farewell to the old Kaspar. I
wasn't going to miss him one jot.

Marion prepped me and put
me under. My insensible body was wheeled into the operating theatre
on the same squeaking gurney that had conveyed me from the
Placebo.

 


After they placed me on the operating table,
I had an out of body experience. It was my first in over a
year.

My consciousness drifted up and hovered
below the ceiling, allowing me to look down at me. The bandages
were gone. In the harsh glare of the theatre lights my face looked
less like a face than ever. It reminded me of an asteroid recently
photographed by the Hubble Space Telescope.

Hoffman, Marion and Barker stood around the
operating table looking very professional in their aprons,
disposable gloves and facemasks. Barker's mini skirt and black
stockings added a touch of burlesque.

'The procedure,' said Dr Hoffman 'is
relatively straight forward. We remove the flesh from his face,
re-sculpt the bone and apply the culture. Once activated, the
culture will integrate its synthetic DNA with Kaspar's original
genetic material. It will in effect become as much as part of him
as his own skin. In about twenty four hours, our patient will have
grown a new face.'

Hoffman held out his hand. 'Scalpel.' Marion
handed him a scalpel. 'We make an incision around the face to allow
us to get beneath the skin and down to the bone. It's much like
cleaning a fish.'

Hoffman thrust the scalpel into my flesh. He
circumnavigated my face before handing the scalpel back to Marion.
'Saw.'

Marion passed her husband a small electric
saw. He switched it on. It buzzed and whined like a swarm of angry
bees. Barker fainted.

While Marion placed Barker in the recovery
position, Hoffman applied the saw to my misshapen face. Blood,
flesh and bone fountained into the air. Hoffman's overalls dripped
with gore. Switching off the saw, he placed it back on the
instrument trolley. Then he gripped my face with both hands and
gave it a mighty tug. The sound of flesh parting from bone rent the
air.

'He won't be needing this any more.' Dr
Hoffman dropped my face into a steel bucket. 'How's Barker?'

'Out cold,' said Marion as she set about
scraping bits of flesh from my jaw and cheekbones.

The Hoffmans attacked my face with a medley
of knives, scalpels and scrapers.

Regaining his feet, Barker apologised for
being a sissy. Marion handed her husband a jar of nitric acid.

Very gingerly, Hoffman drew acid into a teat
pipette. He aimed it at my face and squeezed. There was a hiss as
the acid ate into the remaining scraps of flesh.

Barker fainted again.

 


With a small hammer and chisel, Dr Hoffman
refashioned my cheekbones and jaw. He removed the ridges from
around my eyes. Then he took some scissors and trimmed my lips. A
seasoned cosmetic surgeon, he worked fast and efficiently, knowing
the s-DNA could tolerate small imperfections and mould itself
accordingly.

When he was done, Marion unscrewed the top
of a thermos flask. Dr Hoffman poured some of its gelatinous
contents into a stainless steel mask. It was the antithesis of the
Venetian masks in the ballroom. There were no holes for the eyes
and only a small opening to allow me to breathe. A couple of
leather straps dangled from one side. Dr Hoffman smoothed the s-DNA
culture with his gloved fingers and placed the mask over what was
left of my face.

Barker regained his feet. Dr Hoffman turned
to him and asked, 'Does that look straight to you?'

'No,' said Barker. 'Here, let me.' Barker
adjusted the mask by the smallest fraction of a degree. 'That's it.
Perfect.'

Hoffman secured the straps at the back of my
head. Then he pushed a plastic tube through the hole in the mask
and that part of the s-DNA destined – if the operation went well –
to be my new lips.

Marion took two small bulldog clips attached
to wires and clipped them to the mask. Barker hit a switch on the
power pack the wires led to.

'Twelve volts alternating,' he declared.

'Good,' said Hoffman. 'The synthetic DNA has
been activated. Now all we can do is wait.’

Hoffman removed his surgical mask and gloves
and applauded. 'Well done, everybody. Time for a spot of lunch.
Steak for everyone?'

With a sigh, Barker hit the floor once
more.

 


I slipped back into my body and slept. And
while I slept, the synthetic DNA rearranged itself. It changed from
something resembling petroleum jelly into bone, muscles, tendons
and blood vessels. Chemical bonds were broken. New ones were
forged. After about a day, Hoffman's culture was functionally
identical to my own genetic make-up with one crucial difference:
the rogue gene sequence that had turned me into an outcast was not
present.

I awoke in the infirmary to find Barker and
Marion sitting either side of my bed, each holding one of my hands.
There was a new mask on my face. Designed to protect rather than
shape my flesh, this one had a mouth and eye holes. Along with a
couple of leather straps, swathes of bandages kept it in place. My
face felt numb, like it had been pumped full of Novocain.

'How are you feeling?' asked Barker.

I tried to tell him but my recreated jaw and
lips wouldn’t move.

'It's all right,' said Marion. 'Don't try to
speak, Kaspar. Your muscles and nerves haven't learnt how to work
yet. Give it time.'

'Dr Hoffman's done a whole battery of
tests,' said Barker. 'You're doing better than he'd ever dared
hope.'

'There's no sign of rejection,' Marion
chipped in.

No sign of
rejection! I laughed inwardly at the double
meaning.

'I've got some gloop my husband wants me to
pour down your throat,' said Marion. 'It probably doesn't taste any
better than it looks but it's packed with protein. And then there's
no reason why you can't get up if you want to - so long as you take
it easy.'

'No chasing rabbits,' said Barker.

To my embarrassment, when Marion and Barker
helped me out of bed and into my dressing gown and slippers, I was
sporting a full-on, no-messing-about boner. The Little Soldier -
God bless him - stood to attention like a Household Cavalryman.

'Maybe we should strap that to his tummy,'
said Barker, 'before he takes someone's eye out with it.'

Marion smiled sweetly. It wasn’t a helpful
thing to do. ‘It’s not your fault,' she said. 'My husband's pumped
you full of steroids and Viagra.'

'The steroids to encourage growth,' said
Barker, 'and the Viagra to get the blood flowing through your new
blood vessels.'

They stuck me in a wheelchair and took me
down to Dr Hoffman's office.

 


Hoffman was on the phone. 'Not at all,
Captain Jacobs. You've done a sterling job. I knew from the start
that the police would be on to me sooner or later.'

The doctor waved us in and gestured for us
to gather at the front of his desk, which we did.

'No matter, Captain,' said Dr Hoffman.
'They're too late... Yes, the operation was a complete success. One
hundred percent... Thank you, Captain Jacobs, and do visit me while
I'm languishing at Her Majesty's pleasure.'

Hoffman hung up. He looked at me and smiled.
'We've done it, my boy. We've made history.'

'They've sussed us out though, haven't
they?' asked Barker.

'It looks like it.'

'How long have we got?'

'Well, they need to get statements, warrants
and depositions. And then they're going to want to alert the press.
My guess is they'll be here some time tomorrow morning.'

Hoffman got up and walked into his
laboratory. Marion followed him. It fell to Barker to push my
wheelchair into the lab.

'I have to protect my secrets,' said Dr
Hoffman picking up a sledgehammer.

We watched without comment as he lay into a
million pounds worth of equipment.

 


I was allowed to sleep in my bedroom. Marion
and Barker were supposed to take turns keeping an eye on me. I
awoke to find myself sandwiched between their sleeping bodies. They
wore matching nightdresses.

I loved the sound of their breathing. I
loved the way Barker's nostrils twitched, the way a strand of
Marion's hair had strayed between her lips, the way she smelt of
olive groves and carefree virgins, the way Barker smelt of slightly
stale sweat and perfume and aftershave, the way Marion lay with one
leg crossed over the other, the way Barker's hand rested on his
crotch. I loved these two in every way possible for everything they
were and everything they did. I loved them unconditionally and that
at the end of the day is the only kind of love that can call itself
pure.

Barker woke with a grunt. He turned his
sleepy eyes towards me. 'What time is it?'

The sun was rising. 'About half past seven,'
I mumbled. The sensation was returning to my face. My new muscles
were beginning to work, albeit with some reluctance.

'I had a fabbo dream,' said Barker, rising
and stretching. 'I was the hottest chick in the world. I had an
arse like two halves of a rugby ball, a waist you could wrap your
hand around and tits visible from outer space. And I was lying
naked on a bed in the middle of a football stadium. The stands were
full of men paying good money to worship my body. I gave them the
performance of my life, rogering myself silly with the biggest,
most fuck-off vibrator you ever did see. When I was halfway through
my performance, I give the men permission to take out their todgers
and leave an offering. It was like being in the centre of a snow
storm.'

Barker regarded himself in the mirror. He
placed his hands over his chest and cupped them. 'I don't want big
titties. I'm a great believer in the old adage about anything more
than a handful being a waste. You've seen Marion's rack, haven't
you? 36C. Textbook perfect. I want knockers like hers - the same
size and shape.'

'Good choice,' I mumbled.

'I'm so looking forward to receiving my
first cock where a cock's meant to be received. Dr Hoffman's
promised me I'm next on his list.'

'You're going to be a beautiful woman,' I
told him.

'You think so?' Barker blushed. 'I hope I'm
not being too forward, but it would mean a lot if you were the one
to pop my cherry.'

'I'd like that,' I said sincerely. 'Really I
would.'

Barker suddenly put a finger to his lips to
shush me. He cocked his head.

I listened and heard a drone that almost
blended into the crashing of the waves, the sighing of the wind and
the restless cries of the gulls.

'A helicopter,' said Barker.

'At least two,' I said.

We ran onto the balcony. A light rain was
falling. The rising sun had rendered the sky Turneresque. The
morning breeze was sharp and businesslike.

The helicopters were riding through the
clouds, invisible to us but definitely heading our way. One
suddenly dipped into view. And then another. And another.

'Shit,' said Barker. 'I thought we'd have
more time.'

I went back into the bedroom. Marion had
just woken up. She was sitting on the edge of the bed. 'They're
here then?'

Ignoring her, I dashed out of the door,
along the corridor and up the servants' stairs to the attic.
Hopping onto a tea chest, I quickly scrambled through the broken
skylight and onto the roof.

I watched as the helicopters landed on the
lawn and cut their engines.

A man in plain clothes
jumped out of the first chopper clutching a megaphone. This, I
later learned, was Superintendent Mycroft, a copper of the old
school - the sort that refers to suspects as chummy and believes a good kicking
saves time and money.

Two uniformed cops followed in Mycroft's
wake. Six were disgorged from the second chopper. And a party of
journalists - some with video cameras - swarmed out of the
third.

Nine cops. Nine journos. Mycroft wasn't
taking any chances. This was the biggest bust of his life and he
didn’t want the world to miss it.

Mycroft pointed at four of his men and
gestured for them to go round the back. Two of the plods ran one
way, two the other. A classic pincer movement.

The other cops followed behind Mycroft as he
marched

purposefully towards the front door of
Thunder Manor. The press pack flanked them.

A shot rang out.

The police froze in their tracks. The
journos swung their cameras towards Barker who was standing on a
balcony brandishing a shotgun. The rain had saturated his
nightdress rendering it semi-transparent.

'You're on private land!' he yelled. 'Now
get off!'

Mycroft raised his megaphone to his mouth.
'Drop that gun! I have a search warrant. We are here lawfully.'

I swung myself over the parapet and grabbed
a handful of ivy. Then I scrambled down as quickly as caution would
allow.

Hoffman came running out of the front door.
He was wearing a suit.

'Stay back!' Mycroft warned him.

Hoffman ignored the policeman and turned
towards the balcony.

'Barker! What are you doing, you idiot?'

'If they want to take you away, Dr Hoffman,
they'll have to do it over my dead body.'

'I told you we were going to go
quietly!'

'Well, I don't want to go quietly!'

I dropped behind Barker and tapped him on
the shoulder. He spun round and I caught him across the jaw with a
punch that would have dropped a rhino. I grabbed his shotgun as he
went down.

'Sorry, mate,' I said to his inert form,
'but you were making a meal of things.'

I broke the gun's breech and dropped it over
the balcony. The police surged forward.

 


So there we were. Four people who had harmed
no one, under arrest in a helicopter taking us to the mainland for
a taste of English justice. We were in handcuffs. Barker glared
malevolently at me as he robbed his jaw.

Dr Hoffman and Marion smiled reassuringly at
one other.

The policemen - and this includes
Superintendent Mycroft - had their eyes on Marion. She had been
allowed to change into a trouser suit and looked stunning.

I surreptitiously removed a grip from
Barker's hair.

Hoffman spoke. 'It doesn't matter how much
good I do, does it? The public will bay for my blood. Once a
Frankenstein...'

'You broke the law, Doctor,' said Mycroft
apparently addressing Marion's chest. 'It was your choice.'

Making it look like I was wringing my hands,
I slipped the hairgrip into the lock of one the bracelets and
probed its mechanism.

'The way I see it,' I said, 'without me, you
don't have a case.'

Mycroft shrugged. 'Remain silent for all I
care. We have everything we need to secure a conviction beneath
those bandages of yours. You’re not so much a witness as Exhibit
A.'

'I’ve never liked being exhibited,
Superintendent,' I said as I found the lock’s sweet spot. Something
gave. The left bracelet sprang open. Before anyone could react, I
was at the door and opening it.

'Goodbye, Dr Hoffman!' I yelled. 'Thanks for
everything!'

We must have been a hundred yards above the
waves. I wasn't sure I could survive such a drop. There was only
one way to find out.

And so once again I found myself plummeting
from the sky. This time I was in pyjamas. This time I had a face I
liked.

This time I didn't want to die.

 



PART TWO

THERE ONCE WAS AN UGLY DUCKLING.

 


 


I, the miserable and the abandoned, am an
abortion, to be spurned at, and kicked, and trampled on. Even now
my blood boils at the recollection of this injustice.

 


Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus.

Mary Shelley.

 


 





Chapter Five

The Daughters of Isis

 


 


In which I once again defy death, consider
the trilobite, fall into the hands of a religious cult and become a
human dildo.

 


For a long time I hung in the air. Sky
above. Sea below.

Only I wasn't hanging. I was in free fall
and the waves grew impatient and snatched me from the air. They
drew me into the briny murk of the North Sea. Down, I went. Down
and down and down. My descent seemed never ending. The cold caused
my muscles to cramp, made it hard for me to keep my hands pressed
to my face - my precious steel-masked, bandaged, brand new
face.

I looked up and saw a host of bubbles
ascend, precious air squeezed from my lungs. The quivering grey
shapes of helicopters hovered above the water. There was something
menacing about the way their blades went round and round like
mechanical scythes come to harvest my soul.

The helicopters were looking for me and they
mustn't find me. And so I allowed myself to descend.

 


They say life began in the sea. Billions of
years ago, simple molecules combined to make amino acids which in
turn joined together to become proteins. And when those proteins
linked up, the first living things on Earth took shape. Microscopic
and mono-cellular, the ancestors of everyone and his brother
drifted about in the ocean, turning sunlight into energy. They
divided and multiplied. They changed hardly at all for several eons
until life took its next giant leap and began experimenting with
multi-cellular organisms.

Roll the film on a couple of billion years
and you've got things swimming in the sea that have eyes and
nerves, hearts and brains. If aliens had landed on Earth, they
could have treated themselves to a barbecue of shrimp-like
creatures. What they couldn't have done was engage in meaningful
conversation with Earth's inhabitants, the most intelligent of
which possessed a brain the size of a salt grain. I fancy E.T.
came, barbecued and buggered off never to return.

Somewhere along the line evolution mastered
the knack of making trilobites. Dear God, I love those little
critters, those overgrown aquatic wood lice whose fossils I
collected from the cliffs at Charmouth.

You buggers, you teeming, unstoppable
trilobites. You had it sussed, didn't you? You were the dominant
life form on Planet Earth for ten percent of its history. Beat that
dinosaurs! Beat that human race!

When homo sap goes to the stars, when he
lands on the planets circling Alpha Centauri, Betelgeuse, Bernard's
Star and Rigel, he’s not going to find anything remotely resembling
himself. What he will find is trilobites - zillions upon zillions
of the little buggers.

There are six billion people on Earth. Maybe
six billion in the entire universe. The trilobites, though extinct
in our neighbourhood, must outnumber us by a billion trillion to
one.

The point is this: the sea is Mother Earth's
womb. Our ancestors crawled out of the ocean. The chances of that
happening were remote. The chances of me doing the same were
remoter still.

 


There was chanting. It mingled with the
cries of sea gulls and the percussive rhythm of waves rolling
ashore and the clack-clack-clack of pebbles striking one another as
the waves retreated. Something ran across my hand. As I opened my
eyes, a crab hastily buried itself in the sand.

So the North Sea had rejected me, vomited me
up like a piece of suspect meat – which in many ways I was.

My pyjamas and bandages were gone, ripped
from me by underwater currents and on their way to Greenland or
some other exotic shore.

The mask still covered my face. I felt the
straps pressing into the back of my head. A pair of handcuffs
remained attached to my right arm.

I was thirsty. Man, was I thirsty.

The sand was wet. The tide threw an
occasional wave at my feet. It was on its way out but would return
to reclaim me if I didn't move.

I thought about getting up
and the thought made me giddy. Best lay
still, I decided. Until my strength returns.

But my strength was only going to diminish
while I lay on wet sand and the breeze stuck icy needles in my
salt-encrusted flesh. It was move or die and only the second option
seemed do-able.

The chanting grew louder but remained
incomprehensible. The song wasn't English, Latin, French or any of
the dozen languages in which I have gained varying degrees of
fluency. There was something about the lilting intonation that
suggested a Gaelic tongue, though not one I recognised.

For want of anything better
to do while I waited for Death to clip my ticket, I had a shot at
astral projection. How
nice, I thought, to get one last view of Mother Earth from up on high before
we part forever. But my spirit remained
firmly in my body. It wasn't going anywhere just yet. Nor was I
surprised. Despite countless attempts, I’d never been able to will
myself out of my body. If it happened, it happened
spontaneously.

The chanting stopped. A woman’s voice
breathlessly asked: 'What is it?'

A sandaled foot stepped into vision. Its
varnished toenails were chipped.

'A man!' exclaimed someone in a tone that
suggested they'd rather it wasn't.

'Is it dead?' asked a third voice.

Summoning up my meagre reserves of strength,
I rolled onto my back. Twelve women were treated to a bird's eye
view of a salt-encrusted worm. Some were horrified. One giggled. A
few looked like they wished they had a pair of sharp scissors.

They were dressed in white robes - the sort
Druids are commonly imagined to have worn. The youngest - she who
had demanded 'what is it?' - looked no older than seventeen. She
was freckly and plain but not unpleasantly so. Give her a few years
to lose her puppy fat, I reckoned, and she'd be something of a
beauty. 'His face!' she gasped. 'Something horrible must have
happened to it.'

'It lives!' hissed the eldest of the women,
the one who had pronounced me a man. She was middle aged, tall and
regal. Her exceptionally short hair and pronounced musculature
offered an easy explanation for her apparent antipathy towards
men.

'What shall we do with it?' asked a girl
with ebony skin.

'Throw it back in the sea,' someone
suggested.

They all turned to the eldest. She was
clearly in charge. After eyeing me for a few seconds, she said: 'We
are women of destiny, Sisters. We should expect our Mother
Protector to send us unexpected gifts. I believe we are being
tested here. Bring it to the Compound.'

Without waiting to see if she was obeyed,
old sour-face turned and proceeded along a path that snaked through
the dunes.

The remaining girls found a fishing net and
rolled me into it.

Some pulled faces and made unflattering
noises when they touched me. Even if I’d had the strength to fight
them, I would not have done so. Wherever they were taking me, it
had to be better than this desolate beach.

The girls wrapped the net around me and
lifted me up like some prize catch. They managed all of three steps
before dropping me.

Thereafter, they dragged me as far as the
terrain would allow, only carrying me when an obstacle forced them
to do so. By the time we’d reached their Compound, I was bruised,
scratched and thoroughly pissed off. Barely conscious, I was
half-inclined to believe that the wooden watchtowers, the tall
fences fringed with razor wire and the rows of wooden huts between
which I was being woman-handled were hallucinatory. Any minute now,
I thought, the Camp Commandant will be giving his usual welcoming
speech about how no one had ever escaped from his Stalag and no one
ever would. Perhaps I might even bump into Glen Miller who'd regale
me with some story about how he’d faked his own death in order to
infiltrate Nazi Germany only to be betrayed by one of his band.

'My own suspicion,' said Glen Miller in my
head, 'is the First Saxophonist. I've had my suspicions about him
ever since I caught him eating sauerkraut.'

They took me to the glass house. There were
six cells. My captors dumped me on a bed in the first cell before
untangling me from the fishing net. The bed was utilitarian,
probably ex-service. The mattress was bare. Thankfully one of the
girls found it in her heart to throw a blanket over my shivering
body.

I closed my eyes. Keeping them open was too
much of a strain.

The girls talked amongst themselves.

'Should we not call a doctor?'

'That would mean bringing in an
outsider.'

'We can look after him ourselves. All he
needs is food and a good long sleep.'

'Should we remove his mask?'

'Not on your Nelly. Isis alone knows what
it's covering up.'

‘Did you notice the handcuffs? What’s that
all about?’

'I know he's a man,’ said the youngest of
the girls, ‘but I can't help feeling sorry for him.’

Their leader must have walked in as she was
the next to speak. 'Your compassion does you proud, Sister Cora. As
you seem so concerned for the creature, I shall leave it to your
tender mercies.'

'Yes, Sister Saffron.'

'The rest of you, go about your duties. I
will decide later what's to be done with our guest.'

The girls pitter-pattered out of the room,
leaving alone with Sister Cora. I hoped her mercies were indeed
tender for I was in a fragile state with half the North Sea
seemingly sloshing about in my guts. My skin felt like parchment. I
hardly dared move for fear of causing great swathes of it to flake
off.

The blanket was pulled down to my waist. I
felt a towel being dabbed over my chest, causing sand and salt to
cascade along the rilles of my rib cage.

'Be gentle,' I murmured. 'My skin is
raw.'

Lips brushed my nipple. I opened my eyes.
Sister Cora was staring at me in an alarmingly lustful way. 'I
think you're beautiful,' she said. A flush swept over her face.

'I'm thirsty,' I rasped. 'I need water.'

Sister Cora turned her head away. I caught a
glimpse of a tear before she wiped it away with her hand. 'Stupid!'
she whispered harshly.

'What did I have to say that for? Stupid,
stupid, stupid!'

Look. Here's something about me that I do
not like but which is so fundamental to my make-up I must
acknowledge its existence. There have been times in my life when
I've wanted to walk up to a woman - any woman, be she young or old,
beautiful or ugly - and punch her in the face.

Punch her. Hard. Watch her go down. Spit on
her. Kick her.

Until I’d met Ashley Conway, the more I
loved women, the more I hated them.

There's a notion abroad that the deadliest
weapons have been created by men. Spears, arrows, swords, cannon,
rifles, machine guns, bombs, incendiary bombs, cluster bombs, atom
bombs, ICBMs, cruise missiles. All these abominations have sprung
from testosterone-fuelled minds.

But there's no weapon as lethal, as precise,
as penetrating as the contempt of a woman. Not if you're born with
a congenital defect. Not if you don't measure up to societal
notions of how a man should look.

A woman's tears had often been a source of
satisfaction to me. But when I saw Sister Cora cry, I felt a rare
pity for someone other than myself.

She kept her back to me. 'Who are you?' she
whispered.

'Kaspar.'

'Kaspar who?'

But I did not have the strength to say more.
My lips were paralysed, my tongue was frozen.

She must have taken my silence as a snub.
And she was gone.

And I was alone. And in my head I could hear
helicopters and the flashing of cameras. And the whirring of
newspaper presses and the smug, Oxbridge intonation of producers
sitting in their control rooms cueing in news items about Dr
Frankenstein and his latest abomination which had done the world a
favour by throwing itself into the sea.

Where’s Dr Hoffman
now? I wondered. Banged up in a police cell while angry torch-wielding
villagers stand outside baying for his blood?

Sister Cora returned with a bottle of
mineral water and a cold chicken wing on a paper plate. 'These are
all I could get hold of,' she said apologetically. 'We have fixed
meal times here.'

The girl opened the bottle and poured water
into my mouth. I raised a grateful thumb.

Realising I was incapable of speech and not
just sulking, she suddenly brightened and gently tipped the rest of
the water between my parched lips.

'When I saw you on the beach, lying there
naked with your silver mask,' she said, 'I fancied you were some
Greek warrior, perhaps shipwrecked on your way back from the Trojan
War. I've never seen such a perfect body as yours.

'Where have you come from? How did you end
up on the beach with no clothes? And what happened to your
face?'

I was surprised and disappointed that Cora
had to ask. The name Kaspar meant nothing to her. Perhaps I wasn't
as newsworthy as I’d supposed I’d be. Maybe the public no longer
gave two hoots about Dr Hoffman. Even so, surely my daring escape
from a police helicopter in mid-flight merited a column inch or
two?

I consoled myself with the thought that
remaining an enigma had its advantages. There was no telling how
Sister Saffron would react if she discovered I was a fugitive.
Man-hater that she was, it seemed unlikely she would have any
qualms about turning me over to the police - especially if there
was a bounty on my head.

Of course, the handcuffs attached to my
right arm must have gotten her thinking. Perhaps she was ringing
the authorities at that very moment. If so, there was little I
could do about it.

'I suppose you want to know who we are,'
said Sister Cora in that chatty manner women have when they’ve
captured the ear of a good listener. 'We are an anarcho-feminist
collective and we call ourselves the Daughters of Isis.’

She paused. I nodded to indicate I was
listening and wanted her to go on.

'Isis,' she enthused 'is the Mother of
Mankind. She intervened when the gods plotted the destruction of
humanity in a flood.' Cora rattled off a whole catalogue of
Isis-related facts. She was the original White Goddess, the
template for later deities such as Diana, Venus, Al-Uzza, Astarte,
Juno and Belloma. People were worshiping her as long ago as 3100
B.C. in the days before the building of the first pyramid or the
coming of the Pharaohs.

'She is the Great Earth Mother,' said Sister
Cora, obviously quoting, 'Protector of the Enslaved and
Down-trodden. She is Mistress of All the Elements, Primordial Child
of Time, Queen of the Dead.

'When Isis ruled supreme in Heaven and
Earth, there was peace and prosperity for all.'

Sister Saffron walked in. Although her face
was still thunder, it seemed a milder thunder than before. Perhaps
she was warming to me.

'I've made enquiries,' she said. 'Discreet
ones.' She turned to Sister Cora. 'How much has he told you?'

'Just his name, Sister Saffron.'

'Kaspar, is it?'

'Yes, Sister.'

'He didn't tell you he's a fugitive from the
law then?'

Sister Cora's hand shot to her mouth. 'No,
Sister. What's he wanted for?'

'Good question.' Sister Saffron turned her
steely gaze on me. Self-consciously, I pulled the blanket over my
chest. 'They say you were born with Coulthard's Disease. Is that
so?'

I nodded.

'So when you were offered the chance of a
new face, you naturally took it.'

'But that can't be a crime!' protested
Sister Cora.

'We live in a society where the intolerance
of its male-centric hegemony makes being different a crime. That's
one reason we have chosen to cut ourselves off from it. And that is
why Kaspar is welcome to stay with us for as long as he likes. He's
been persecuted enough.'

Sister Cora's jaw almost hit the floor. It
was - she told me later - the first time she had known Sister
Saffron to say anything in support of a male.

'I've allocated
Officer's House Number 2 to
this creature,' said Sister Saffron to Sister Cora. 'Can I assume
that you wish to nurse it back to health?'

Sister Cora nodded.

'Good. We'll have it moved after the evening
meal. In the meantime, Sister Cora, I need to discuss something
with Kaspar in private. Perhaps you'd care to help out in the
kitchen for a while and come back in about an hour's time?'

Cora scuttled obediently off.

Saffron pushed the door to. From a pocket in
her robe, she produced a small glass phial and removed the tiny
cork that plugged its neck. 'Drink this,' she commanded, handing
the phial to me.

Fool that I was, I asked no questions. I
swallowed the clear liquid and handed the phial back to Saffron.
After a few seconds, I felt my insides warming as if I had drunk
brandy.

Sister Saffron sat on the bed and tousled my
hair which thanks to the sea had the consistency of a wire
brush.

'There is a legend,' she said, 'regarding
Isis, our sacred patron.' And she recounted for me the tale of how
Set, a dark god who eons later was to reappear as Satan, murdered
Osiris, the husband of Isis. To ensure that Osiris could not have a
proper burial, Set chopped his body into fourteen pieces and
scattered them all over Egypt. Isis and her sister Nephthys
searched the land for the remains of Osiris and found thirteen
pieces. His penis - the fourteenth piece - had been swallowed by
fish. Isis used her magic to rebuild her husband. Then she created
a fabulous penis out of gold and attached it to his nether regions.
She brought him back to life and - thanks to the golden penis -
bore him a son called Horus.

'You're wondering why I'm telling you this,'
said Saffron, slipping out of her robe, folding it neatly and
placing it on the chair. She was naked and I realised with alarm
that the Little Soldier was already standing to attention. Rather
belatedly, I wondered what had been in the phial.

'I'm not saying you're a god,' Sister
Saffron cautioned. 'Only that I believe you to be touched by the
divine. You have a new face, Kaspar, a new life and a new heart.
When you leapt from that helicopter, you returned to the universal
womb. I've seen the reports on television. You should not have
survived such a fall. The outside world believes you to be dead.
And you were, weren't you?'

Sister Saffron, the matriarch whom I had
assumed would have no interest in men, pulled down the covers. I
rolled onto my back. She climbed on the bed and knelt astride my
hips.

'Isis brought you back to life and delivered
you to me,' said Sister Saffron. 'And now I am the embodiment of
Isis and you are Osiris, the resurrected god. Their souls will
achieve union through us.'

She slipped my member inside her and rode me
to a slow, explosive orgasm. Afterwards, she brushed her lips
against mine and climbed off the bed.

As she dressed, she said: 'Everyone in this
community has a role to play. You are welcome to stay as long as
you play yours.'

I spent the following days in a mental
twilight like a vivid dream.

I was transferred to
Officer's House Number 2.
It happened while I slept. I awoke with no new bruises so I presume
I was treated more gently than on my journey from the beach. The
handcuffs were gone too.

My new bed was more comfortable than my old
and mercifully creaked a whole lot less.

One by one, the Daughters of Isis availed
themselves of my manhood. They summoned up my tumescence with their
potions and impaled themselves up on it. Some rode me gingerly,
some with enthusiasm. Some took advantage of my drugged state in
complete silence; others moaned and groaned their way to a
screaming orgasm. Some came, some didn't. None left without my seed
inside them. Only Cora - may Isis bless her - bothered with
post-coital tenderness. She always whispered 'thank you' in my ear
and lay with her head on my chest until I fell asleep.

When Sister Saffron visited, she invariably
reminded me that I remained in the Compound only on sufferance.
Should I refuse or be unable to perform my duties, I would find
myself out on my arse. Each time one of the Daughters copulated
with me, that daughter was Isis incarnate and I was Osiris.
Therefore the sex act was a sacred act of communion and not to be
seen as mere pleasure.

By my reckoning, the Daughters of Isis
called upon my services three times a day. In between, I slept or
allowed Cora to feed me with what I think was chicken broth.
Whatever it was, it was almost certainly drugged. Despite being
constantly put through my sexual paces, I was quickly recovering
from my time in the sea. It should have been an easy thing for me
to leave my bed or at least demand that the Daughters of Isis
desist from using me as their sexual plaything. But any attempt to
sit up brought on nausea and dizziness.

Now and then, Cora helped me crawl into the
bathroom to take care of my fundamental needs. The effort always
left me feeling like I'd been washed up anew from the sea.

 


Sex.

Three times a day.

With thirteen women.

Soon it got to be routine.

Sometimes I barely enjoyed it.

But I never complained.


Chapter Six

Sister Cora

 


 


In which I become accustomed to the kindness
of women, nearly have my dick shot off and learn that I'm a
celebrity.

 


One day my mind cleared. I floated up from
the bottom of a murky pool into clear daylight. Three meals had
passed since a Daughter of Isis had availed herself of me. The
Little Soldier, poor, overworked thing that he was, had the
consistency of sponge rubber. Nothing could induce him to come out
to play now. I was hungry - ravenously so. It was going to take
more than chicken broth to quieten the grumblings of my
stomach.

Slowly, carefully, I sat up. The room did
not spin. My stomach did not protest.

Cora breezed in. She wore jeans and T-shirt
and carried a tray stacked with the makings of a ploughman's lunch.
My recovery did not seem to surprise to her.

'I've brought you something solid,' she
said. 'Sister Saffron thinks you should be able to keep it down
now.'

Sister Cora placed the tray on my lap.
Without ceremony, I tore off a hunk of bread and stuffed it in my
mouth. Then I did the same with a lump of cheese. My mask placed
severe restrictions on the movement of my jaw, making chewing
difficult.

There was a bottle of mineral water on the
tray. It saved me from choking on the first solid food I'd had in
days.

Cora watched in quiet amazement as I
demolished the ploughman's with the voracious efficiency of a
column of soldier ants. When I'd finished, she took the tray from
me and sat on a chair beside my bed. Oh how delicately she sat. How
demure she looked with her hands clasped in her lap, her eyes
gazing at the ground.

'What's up?' I asked with more than a trace
of a sneer. 'Can't stand to look at my face?'

Her eyes shot up, drilled into mine. 'I was
brought up not to stare,' she said sounding stung.

'And were you brought up to drug and rape
men you find washed up on a beach?'

She took a moment to find an answer to that.
'I'm sorry if you didn't enjoy all the attention we gave you. It
was for your own good.'

I laughed. Not cruelly. I laughed at the
incongruity of her answer.

'The potion was to make you better,' Cora
went on. 'Sister Saffron said without it you would die. The
priapism you experienced was an unfortunate side effect. If we
didn't relieve it, you might have had a heart attack or burst a
blood vessel.'

The girl actually believed she and her
girlfriends had been performing some sort of first aid on me - CPR
of the cock, if you will. It made me wonder what kind of a
sheltered upbringing she'd had.

Rather than embarrass her, I changed the
subject. 'You're called Sister Cora,' I said. 'You a nun or
something?'

Cora blushed. 'Hardly.'

'How long have I been here?'

'This is your eighth day.'

I was eight days old by Sister Saffron's
reckoning. Eight days into my third life. And already the previous
two seemed so far away.

Cora cleared her throat. 'Your face...?' she
began nervously. 'Does it hurt or anything?'

My new flesh pressed against the inside of
the mask. It was uncomfortable but by no means painful. 'It feels
strange. It's not the face my brain remembers. It's like when
someone loses a leg but can still sense it being there.'

'When can you take the mask off?'

'Any time I like. But not yet. The moment
has to be right.'

'If it was me, I'd want to see my new face
as soon as possible.'

'The operation is experimental. It might not
have worked. For all I know I'm even more hideous than before.'

'You were never hideous,' said Sister Cora
with heart-melting naivety.

'How would you know?'

'You're too nice a person.'

Our conversation petered off. We had already
reached enough of a rapport to know that neither of us wanted to
talk about our past and I’d heard all I wanted for now about the
Daughters of Isis. Sister Cora mentioned that the Compound boasted
a fair-sized library and asked if I would like a book.

I mentioned I had been meaning to re-read
Candide and she went and fetched me a copy. And then she left me
alone for a few hours while I immersed myself in a tale nearly as
unlikely as my own.

She returned just after ten and tiptoed into
the bathroom. I heard her shower, use the toilet and clean her
teeth.

Cora came out of the bathroom naked and - as
if it was the natural thing to do - slipped into bed beside me. She
set the alarm clock and waited patiently for me to finish my
chapter.

We made love frequently that night. And
there was no need for potions.

 


Day started damnably early in the Commune.
Cora's alarm clock went mental at the stroke of six. She turned off
the alarm and sat up in bed with a yawn.

'I have to go worship,' she said. 'Breakfast
is in the common room at seven thirty. I'll see you then.'

I waited until Cora was gone five minutes
before getting up. I'd been in bed too long and was eager to banish
the cobwebs. A bit of exercise was what I fancied - maybe a run
along the beach to build an appetite for breakfast.

Someone had been shopping. The wardrobe and
drawers were full of new clothes. After a quick shower, I put on
jeans and a cotton lumberjack shirt. There were socks and sandals
but I preferred to be barefoot.

Opening the curtains, I surveyed the
Compound and its surrounds. The sun had yet to rise so what I saw
was mostly silhouettes and shadows. The land to the west sloped
down to a farm, its fields delineated by drystone walls. Only one
of the fields was cultivated. Four acres of wheat got what
nourishment it could from the stony soil. The farmhouse was
roofless and derelict as were all the outbuildings except for a
small barn shored up with corrugated iron. Behind the farmhouse was
a ramshackle orchard with - I found out later - about fifty apple
trees, twenty pear trees and a couple of plum trees.

All this belonged to the Sisters of
Isis.

A river snaked through the farm and
disappeared into the nearby woods. That, I decided, would be my
highway into the surrounding countryside.

I explored the Compound. The buildings
farthest from the main gate had been left to rot. Many were filled
with rubbish. One or two showed signs of having been set fire to.
The paths that ran between these buildings were overgrown and
liberally peppered with rabbit droppings.

Around the main gate, it
was a different story. Here wooden huts that had once housed
Italian POWs had been renovated, painted blue and adorned with
flower boxes. They all had pretty signs with roses, songbirds and
ankhs on them. DORMITORY 1
read one sign. DORMITORY
2 read another. And then there was
COMMON ROOM, KITCHEN, BATH HOUSE,
GYMNASIUM and TEMPLE. INITIATES ONLY. It looked
more like a holiday camp than a place of incarceration.

The razor wire that crowned the fence was
there to keep people out rather than in. As for the watchtowers:
they were riddled with rot and woodworm. Barbed wire snaked around
their ladders to deter the foolhardy and adventurous.

There was one telling
detail about the Compound that amused and disturbed me in roughly
equal amounts. A large sign attached to the gate read:
YOU ARE ENTERING A COCK-FREE
ZONE. By way of illustration, there was a
picture of a man clutching his groin. Blood dripped between his
fingers. His genitals lay at his feet.

The sign worried me. Apart from Cora, the
Daughters of Isis seemed to have lost interest in what lay between
my legs. As far as they were concerned, my family jewels were
surplus to requirements. What if they were to decide that I could
stay but the Little Soldier and his two friends had to go? Or the
other way round? Strong as I was, there was thirteen of them and
only one of me and I had to sleep some time. It would be a cruel
irony for me to gain a new face only to lose my manhood.

There was no sign of the Daughters. I knew
they were worshipping in their Temple, but I pictured them in the
bathhouse covered in soap, washing each other's backs, drying one
another with white linen towels. Perhaps Sister Saffron and Sister
Cora would be sharing a bath together...

Sensing movement in the underwear
department, I diverted my attention to the sign on the gate.
There's nothing like a depiction of a freshly castrated man for
cooling one's libido.

The breeze changed direction. I caught a
whiff of the sea. Hanging my shirt on the gate, I set off down the
pothole-riddled road. Although I ran at a gentle trot, I quickly
found myself out of breath. And my legs ached. All those days lying
in bed had taken their toil on my fitness levels. No matter. It
just meant I'd hit the wall earlier than usual.

Five minutes down the road, off to my left,
I saw dunes and headed in their direction. The hardy grass that
grew in these parts was sharp. It covered my feet with a thousand
bloody nicks. I put the pain out of my mind and ran on. Ignoring
pain was something I excelled at.

Close to the dunes, I encountered a circle
of stones, each about two feet high. There were twelve in all, plus
the two in the middle of the circle upon which rested a paving
slab. Slowing to take in details, I noted that the slab was covered
in what looked like dried blood.

I recalled how I had heard the Daughters of
Isis chanting as I lay washed up on the beach. Had they been in the
midst of a blood sacrifice? And if so, what exactly had they
slaughtered?

Suddenly the sign on the gate disturbed far
more than it amused. I ran on to the beach.

The sun was rising. The restless sea tossed
its colours from one wave to the next. Wet sand oozed between my
toes as I ran into the water.

To my left, the sea eddied around some rocks
upon which a small colony of seals sat watching me warily. Not
wanting to disturb them, I ran and splashed in the opposite
direction.

The wall came suddenly. My lungs burned. My
muscles screamed at me to stop, to take a rest. I pushed on knowing
that my reward would be second breath and an endorphin high.

Only then did I notice something thrilling.
I was running with the grace of a gazelle. Now that my head was
normal sized and symmetrical it no longer pulled me over to one
side. I laughed like a prisoner who had found the prison gates open
and all the guards gone.

 


Back at the compound, I picked up my shirt
and had a quick shower. I doused myself with talcum powder, cleaned
my teeth and gave my mask a wipe with a hand towel.

I was going to look my best for the
Daughters of Isis. So far they had only known me as Kaspar the
flotsam and Kaspar the community bicycle. Now they were about to
meet Kaspar the man and I wanted to make a good impression.

As I headed for the common room, the
Daughters filed out of their Temple of Isis. Dressed in white
robes, their faces free of make up, their cheeks made rosy by the
morning breeze, they were the perfect picture of pagan womanhood in
touch with the Feminine Divine.

My nerve failed me. I froze and contemplated
flight. Off down the road like the Roadrunner, never looking back,
always regretting that I hadn't stayed.

Cora spotted me and waved. 'Kaspar! You're
just in time for breakfast.'

Maybe, I thought, I’ll regret it more if I
do stay.

Sensing I wasn't about to budge, Cora
hurried over and took my arm. 'You're not shy, are you?' she
laughed.

Yeah, I was shy all right. Shy in the way
Daniel was shy about the lion's den.

The Daughters of Isis
regarded me. Sister Saffron was amused. I saw contempt for men in
her smile. Coward,
she was thinking. But what else should one
expect from the so-called stronger sex? Heroes one and all when
they've a few pints of lager down them but just scared little boys
when sober.

Well, screw
you, Sister Saffron, I thought.
Let's see you jump out of a fucking helicopter.
Then you can call me a coward.

Goaded by Sister Saffron's smile, I allowed
Sister Cora to escort me to the common room. The remaining
Daughters - including their beloved Führer - trailed in our
wake.

The common room occupied an entire hut. It
was peppered with chairs, settees, cupboards and book cases. It had
the informal air of a den. In the middle of the room was a long
table that I suspect had once done time in a boardroom. It had
fourteen chairs and fourteen settings.

I was placed at one end with Sister Saffron
at the other. Cora was to my left. To my right sat a petite redhead
with green eyes who gushily introduced herself as Sister
Janelle.

So there I was. Kaspar the
one-time outcast, honoured guest of thirteen women, each of them
lovely in their own way. None was a potential glamour model. None
was ever likely to disport herself in the pages of
Playboy or
Mayfair. But all of them
were as beautiful as a field of buttercups on a summer's
day.

All eyes were on me; it was frightening and
thrilling. It was that moment on a rollercoaster when the ride has
reached the apex of the first hump and for a brief heartbeat of a
moment it comes to a halt just long enough to allow you to reflect
on the fact that death is only a loose bolt away.

Thirteen women. Sisters Saffron, Cora,
Janelle, Jasmine, Sophia, Pamela, Eva, Emily, Vicky, Lisa, Karina,
Colleen and Natalie. Thirteen altars for me to worship at. Thirteen
mysteries for me to penetrate. Thirteen veils for me to pass
through.

Cora looked at me with adoring eyes. It was
a look I'd been waiting for all my miserable life. I wanted to bury
my face in her straggly hair, to absorb her body in mine.

I wanted to be part of a composite that was
both her and me. Kaspar. Freak. Outcast. Would-be
hermaphrodite.

And then I looked around the table and
formed a desire to be absorbed in all the Daughters of Isis. I
yearned for us to be a wholeness, a discrete entity.

'Let us hold hands,' said Sister Saffron,
'and pray to She who is the Mother of All.'

Cora and Janelle's fingers rested in my
palms like tiny sparrows.

'Hail to Queen Isis,' Sister Saffron
intoned, 'whose womb is the Arch of Heaven and whose vagina is the
Gateway to the Stars. You are the beauty that is lost. You are the
stars that are now dust and the rainbows that shine no more. Your
sun set with the coming of the Patriarchs but it is about to rise
once more. Amen.'

'Amen,' said the rest, myself included. We
let go of each other's hands.

'Sisters,' said Saffron, 'Isis has spoken
unto me. The creature called Kaspar is her unknowing agent. When
his purpose here is fulfilled, the End Time will have begun.'

There were gasps all around. Sister Cora
rested her head on my shoulder and placed her arms around my
waist.

The other Sisters applauded in my direction.
Never in my life had I felt so accepted.

'OK,' said Sister Saffron. 'Let's eat.'

Breakfast was cereals, porridge, toast,
marmalade, tea and yoghurt. We ate, we drank, we laughed, we
gossiped. I fancied several of the women might be flirting with me
but such a thing was so far beyond my experience I had no way to be
sure. Perhaps they were just being friendly.

After breakfast, the
Daughters set about their daily tasks. Clothes had to be washed,
floors scrubbed, flower boxes watered. I offered to help but Sister
Saffron insisted I play no part in what she regarded as an act of
worship. 'This Compound,' she said, 'is dedicated to the Mother
Goddess. This is her home. We are her hand maidens.'
And - her look seemed to
say - you are just a filthy man whose
involvement would contaminate our efforts.

'We work until just before noon,' explained
Cora. 'Then we worship in the Temple for half an hour. After that
our time is our own until evening.'

There's something about women doing
housework that makes me uncomfortable so I made myself scarce.

 


The river was cold. Wearing only boxer
shorts, I splashed my way upstream, throwing up fountains that
captured rainbows. Now and then I immersed myself in the water and
rejoiced in its freshness and clarity. Schools of tiny fish
scattered before me and regrouped in my wake.

A kingfisher watched me from the riverbank.
It flew off in alarm when I came too close. I startled a stork that
took to the air screeching like fingernails on a blackboard.

The river became noticeably shallower as I
entered the woods. Whenever I stood still to take in my
surroundings, it lapped at my calves. Tiny vortexes waltzed around
my legs.

The ground, carpeted in autumn leaves, was
as an hallucinatory riot of colour.

I came to a clearing. Rabbits grazed at its
edges. They eyed me warily but went on with the important business
of eating.

Slowly, I climbed out of the river. For one
hundred heartbeats, I stood quite still. The rabbits forgot about
me. I assumed a hunter's crouch and crept up on the largest of
them. It was munching on a dock leaf without a care in the world.
As I got within catching distance, it leapt into the air and bolted
into the trees.

The hunt was on.

I crashed through the undergrowth, heedless
of the nettles that stung my legs, the branches that scratched my
face, the thorns that tried to trip me. Where the rabbit jumped, I
jumped too. It dodged this way and that and managed always to stay
a vital move ahead of me. When it found its way blocked by a fallen
tree, it jack-knifed and dashed between my legs.

Turning too suddenly, I lost my balance and
found myself on the ground half-buried in leaves.

I leapt to my feet and caught sight of the
rabbit zigzagging about in the clearing. He knew I could never
catch him now and was doing a victory dance. Inwardly, I applauded
him. He deserved to see another spring.

For the sake of form, I
sprinted through the undergrowth and burst back into the clearing.
The rabbits scattered. I lunged at one and - BANG! - something slammed into my
thigh and flung me to the ground. I tumbled twice before coming to
a bewildered, agonised halt. It was as if someone had thrust hot
needles into my leg.

Clutching the wound, I felt warm liquid seep
between my fingers. I was bleeding. That much computed straight
away. It took a few more seconds for me to realise I'd been
shot.

'Oh dear Lord!' exclaimed a plummy voice.
'What have I done?' An ashen-faced woman stood at the edge of the
clearing with a shotgun in her hand. She was mid-forties and
sported the standard uniform of the country set: green wellies,
Barbour jacket, Aran sweater and headscarf. The sort of thing the
Queen would wear while slaughtering pheasants at Balmoral.

I snarled a feral snarl. It was intended to
convey the message that she'd better finish me off before I, in my
death throes, attempted to rip out her throat.

'I thought you were a rabbit!' she
cried.

A rabbit?
My anger evaporated. God
help me: a rabbit! I laughed through
clenched teeth. This seemed to alarm her.

'Do I look like a fucking rabbit?’

'I'm sorry,' she said. And then she said it
again three times before asking, 'Is it bad?'

I took my hand away from my thigh and
counted six entry points. It could have been worse. 'I'll
live.'

'Can you walk? My house isn't far.'

'I expect I can hobble a bit.'

 


She lived in a cottage. It was the sort you
see on biscuit tins; the sort Noel Coward wrote about, Vera Lynn
praised in song and Mr and Mrs 1950s Middle England dreamt of
owning. Thatched roof, lots of rose bushes, a lily pond. There was
even a wishing well ringed by gnomes with fishing rods.

The low-beamed interior was cluttered with
enough antique furniture to keep an auction house busy for a
week.

With my attacker's headscarf tied around my
thigh, I plonked myself onto a chaise longue upon which - I later
learned - Captain Cook had lain for a week recovering from a mild
bout of malaria. The ironwood Buddha on the mantelpiece used to
belong to Clive of India. The stag whose head hung above the
fireplace had been shot by Aleister Crowley. The sepia photograph
of a Sopwith Camel flying over the Victoria Falls was signed by Amy
Johnson. And Arthur Conan Doyle had brought down the elephant from
whose lower leg the umbrella stand in the hallway had been
fashioned.

None of which was of any concern to me as I
gingerly removed the scarf from my thigh. 'You realise,' I said,
having just realised it myself, 'that you came awfully close to
shooting me in the groin.'

'DSO,' she said, pouring us both a very
large brandy. The bottle looked old. The glasses were crystal.

'What?' I said.

'Dick Shot Off. A phrase coined in the First
World War.'

She handed me my brandy. Gritting my teeth,
I poured it over the wound. My leg was numb so the sting of the
alcohol was only mildly excruciating.

She took the glass and refilled it. 'My
name's Annabel Wollstonecraft,' she said.

'Fuck off,' was my immediate response. It
was an expression of surprise but Annabel misread it.

'I suppose I deserve that,' she said. 'What
with me shooting you.'

'Annabel Wollstonecraft? The artist?'

'Amongst other things.'

'About five years ago, you had an exhibition
at the Aldermann Gallery in Brighton.'

Annabel sat next to me. 'But that's such a
tiny gallery and I'm hardly Frida Kahlo. I thought I might go my
whole life without meeting someone who'd seen that show.'

'The gallery was broken into.'

'How do you know that? It wasn't reported to
the police. Seemed little point as there was nothing stolen.'

'Would have been if I’d had a wall to hang
it on.'

Annabel was momentarily thrown. She frowned.
Took a few seconds to parse what I'd just said. 'Are you saying
that was you?'

'I saw the paintings in the window. I wanted
to see the others.'

'It was free admission. Why didn't you just
go in?'

'And become the chief exhibit?'

'Oh yes. Your face.'

'Don't tell me you've just noticed.'

'I didn't like to bring it up.' Annabel
blushed. I think she was more uncomfortable about my mask than the
fact that she’d shot me. Just how English can you get? She
hurriedly changed the subject. 'You know, I was quite hurt that
someone broke into the gallery and hadn't bothered to steal one of
my paintings.'

'If it will make you feel better, I'll nick
your family silver,' I told her through clenched teeth. My thigh
throbbed horribly. 'Always assuming I don't bleed to death.'

'I'd better call an ambulance.'

'You do that and I'm gone.'

'Really? Why would someone who's just been
shot not want an ambulance? You become more intriguing by the
second. What are you? Some sort of wild boy?'

'Yeah. I was raised by apes and my hobbies
include sitting in my own faeces and howling at the moon.'

Annabel looked abashed. 'I'm sorry. That was
tactless of me.'

I hated myself for making her feel bad. So I
flashed her as much of a smile as my mask would allow. 'You're
forgiven. Now, if you could fetch a pair of tweezers and a bottle
of disinfectant, we might just save this leg.'

Annabel was out of witch hazel and I vetoed
her intended use of Dettol, so she cleaned my wound with gin. Then
she used her silver eyebrow pluckers (especially commissioned by
some Prince of Wales for one of his many mistresses) to extract the
six shotgun pellets lodged in my thigh. This involved her kneeling
on the floor in front of me. She had to lean awfully close to see
what she was doing. So close I felt her breath on my groin. It was
only after she'd removed the last pellet that she saw the effect
she was having on me.

'Good Lord,' she said, somewhat taken aback.
'How on Earth can you manage an erection at a time like this?'

It wasn't all I could manage. Five minutes
later we were in her conservatory-cum-studio surrounded by
paintings and sculptures, some finished, some unfinished. She knelt
on the floor in front of a watercolour depicting a jungle that was
a curious mixture of William Blake and Paul Gauguin and raised her
skirt. Careful not to aggravate my now-bandaged thigh, I dropped my
boxer shorts and took her from behind.

 


Later, she photographed me in all my naked,
steel-masked glory. She had me pose like Michelangelo's statue of
David. 'Don't move,' she said, orbiting me with her digital SLR
camera, taking shot after shot. 'I want to capture your
musculature.’

Then we moved to the kitchen where I lay on
the table and she covered me in food. Again, she photographed me
from all angles.

'Are you by any chance,' she asked, 'the boy
who's been causing all that fuss in the newspapers? The one who
jumped out of the helicopter?'

'I was that boy,' I told her, 'but now I
seem to be someone else.'

'Where have you been all this time? Not
living in the woods, surely?'

'I was found half dead on the shore by some
strange women. They've been caring for me.'

'The Daughters of Isis?'

'You know them?'

'I nearly joined their commune but decided
at the last moment it wasn't for me. I'm still on good terms with
them, which is more than can be said about most people around here.
The men folk especially don't like them. I guess they feel
threatened.'

She told me the little she knew about the
Daughters of Isis. Sister Saffron bought the POW camp about a year
ago from a holiday company that had planned to turn it into a
themed leisure camp for people wanting to experience the joys of
digging tunnels and putting one over on Jerry. Having come to their
senses, the company gladly sold the site to Sister Saffron for
about half of what they’d paid for it.

The commune was Sister Saffron’s brainchild.
Having amassed a fortune as an IT advisor, she’d become
disillusioned with the corporate world and what she called it’s
‘male-centric hegemony’.

‘Then one day,’ said Annabel, ‘after an
acrimonious meeting with a boardroom full of cerebrally challenged
fossils, she went back to her hotel room sporting a migraine of
epic proportions. As she searched around for some aspirin she
suddenly found herself bathed in misty white light. Her migraine
disappeared and she felt a strange sense of calm and warmth. Then a
woman stepped out of the bathroom. She was dressed in Egyptian garb
and was – according to Sister Saffron – more beautiful than any
woman had any right to be.

‘The woman, as you’ve no doubt guessed, was
the goddess Isis. She told Saffron she had chosen her as her
representative on Earth and she was to gather 12 disciples and find
a place where they would have as little contact with the outside
world as possible. And then wait.’

‘For what?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Annabel. ‘You
perhaps?’

 


Annabel led me to her bedroom, wrapped me in
a sheet and had me sit at her dressing table as if I were a lady
preparing for an evening out.

I asked her if she was in any way related to
Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, creator of Frankenstein.

'Distantly,' she said, aiming her camera at
me. 'Her mother, the feminist writer, was my great grandmother's
sister.'

'My life is suddenly full of
synchronicities,' I told her. 'It's as if nothing is random any
more.'

'That's because you stepped
into what Daoists call the Ch’i.'

'The life force?'

'The Cosmic Intelligence. That which steers
the stars and controls our destinies.'

'You believe in destiny?'

'Wouldn't be much of an
artist if I didn't. Your attempt to kill yourself made the
Ch’i sit up and take
notice of you. In time, you'll probably wish it hadn't.'

'How do you know about my suicide
attempt?'

'Dr Hoffman's manservant - Barker is it? -
sold his story to one of the Sunday papers. Don't worry. You came
out of it rather well. He made you sound like a cross between
Gandhi and Man Friday. Actually no one seems to have a bad word to
say about you. They’ve been saving all their bile for that Hoffman
chap.'

Perhaps it was time to re-engage myself with
the outside world.

Although it suited me to have everyone think
I was dead, it was hardly fair to leave Dr Hoffman, Marion and
Barker grieving for me. I had to get word to them that I was still
alive and to do that I had to find out where they were.

I asked Annabel if she had an Internet
connection and she ushered me into a tiny room that served as her
study. Crammed into it were a PC on a table and a chair.

With Annabel looking over my shoulder, I
fired up her web browser and cruised the net. The first thing I did
was a search on my name plus Dr Hoffman's. It threw up thousands of
matches.

I quickly found a copy of
Barker's exposé. It had a photograph of me being led in handcuffs
to the police helicopter. The headline read: WHY I WILL NEVER STOP LOVING ELEPHANT BOY, BY THE LAST PERSON
TO SEE HIM ALIVE.

What followed was some of the purplest prose
in newspaper history. Apparently I was little more than a wild
animal when I'd arrived on Thunder Island. I was illiterate and ate
raw meat. My vocabulary consisted of grunts and the occasional
growl. I had to be kept in a padded cell for my own protection. 'It
was Marion Hoffman who finally got through to him,' said Barker
(according to the article). 'It was Beauty what tamed the
Beast.'

Nowhere in the piece did I recognise
Barker's voice. It looked to me like he'd been the victim of a
journalistic stitch up. I certainly hoped that was the case. It was
fine by me that Barker should make a bit of money from our
acquaintance; I just didn't want him telling lies about me.

There was a host of other articles about me
on the net. Some were even more ridiculous and lurid than the
Barker piece. Others, I'm glad to say, took a more measured
tone.

There was plenty of
speculation as to my true identity and the life I'd led up to the
moment I landed on the deck of the Placebo. Thankfully no one came close
to the truth but I was aware it couldn’t last. Sooner or later
someone would come forward with the goods on Kaspar. Maybe they
already had. I suspected that every newspaper in the land was
inundated with cranks and opportunists claiming knowledge of me. No
doubt thousands of journalistic man-hours had been wasted on false
leads. Somewhere out there, amongst a mountain of lies and
speculations, the truth about Kaspar lay waiting to be
discovered.

I was flattered to find so many web sites
and social networking pages dedicated to me. Most took the line
that I was a noble and tragic figure, more sinned against than
sinning, a victim of a society obsessed with beauty.

Bulletin boards were filled with
declarations of love for me. Works of fiction described me having
sex with famous people both real and fictitious. And there were
sightings of me from every corner of the globe along with
imaginative theories about how I’d being kidnapped by aliens or was
hiding out in South America with Lord Lucan and Elvis Presley.

I turned my attention to my friends from
Thunder Island. Dr Hoffman had been charged with practicing surgery
without a licence, common assault and a few other minor charges.
Barker had been fined heavily for his stunt with the shotgun but
hadn’t been charged with anything else. And there were no charges
against Marion.

Hoffman was on bail. He, Marion and Barker
had gone to ground. There were rumours they'd hired arch-publicist
Jack Ramsay to take care of public relations. Jack Ramsay of course
denied it but I hoped he was lying.

I fired off an email to JR Associates, Jack
Ramsay’s company, saying that I was alive and well and needed to
see Jack urgently. I never got a reply.

 



Chapter Seven

Baptism

 


 


In which I become a Greek warrior, unveil
the new me and fornicate for the glory of Isis.

 


The urge to not return to the Compound was
almost insurmountable. My dive from a bridge in some nameless city
had launched me on a voyage into the unknown. A new world awaited
me. The thought of walking and walking and seeing what was over the
next horizon appealed no end. Wanderlust is the word that springs
to mind. But there was more to it than that. It was a migratory
impulse, a very real need to find somewhere I could call home. The
Compound, for all its blessings, was a distraction, a stopover on
my way to somewhere better.

And then there was the matter of thank yous
and goodbyes. Such social niceties were alien to me. I was used to
slipping away, dissolving into shadows. Always moving on in the
knowledge that I would not be missed.

When I mentioned my restlessness to Annabel,
she pointed out I was ill-prepared to face the outside world. For a
start, I had only my boxer shorts to wear. That was a problem
easily solved by a lightning raid on a washing line - and I was a
veteran of such raids - but disguising my metal mask was another
matter altogether.

I could not move on from the Daughters of
Isis until I had removed the mask and I was not yet ready for that.
So I limped back to the Compound, to my bijou little house and to
Cora.

 


That evening after dinner,
Sister Saffron summoned me to her quarters in Officer’s House Number
3.

I thought I was in for a bollocking for
unknowingly breaking some minor rule so I was slightly surprised
when Saffron handed me a brandy and asked me to sit with her on the
settee. At dinner she had been wearing her ceremonial gown and was
very much the matriarch. Now that she was slumming it in a track
suit and drinking lager from a can, I felt I was getting a glimpse
of the real Sister Saffron.

‘You’ve been limping,’ she said, patting my
leg dangerously close to the shotgun wound. ‘Anything serious?’

‘I won’t be swinging from any chandeliers
for a while,’ I told her, ‘but all the important parts of me are
working just fine.’ I told her about my chance meeting with Annabel
Wollstonecraft.

‘Dear Annabel,’ Saffron chuckled. ‘Just like
her to mistake a boy for a rabbit.’

And just like you to
mistake a man for a boy, I thought. But
maybe she wasn’t so mistaken. I’d been living rough since I was
fourteen and was as streetwise as anyone, but there were many areas
where I still had a lot to learn: social graces and sex being two
of them. Sure I could keep the Little Soldier pumping away at all
hours of the day but that was all stamina, no finesse. I was a sex
machine, not a lover.

‘There are two reasons I asked you here
tonight,’ said Saffron.

‘Actually three. Without getting all
headmistressy, I think it’s best we establish the basis for you
staying in the Compound. There are three rules I want you to obey
at all times. Break any of them and I’ll send you on your way. The
first is that you never, ever enter the Temple of Isis for any
reason whatsoever. Secondly, you are to leave anything resembling
housework to the women. And my third rule is that as far as you are
physically able you are to accede to sexual intercourse with any
Daughter who requests it.’

I was fine with the first two rules but the
third bothered me.

Saffron knew it would. ‘Don’t worry about
Sister Cora. I’ve discussed this with her. She agrees that monogamy
is a tool used by men for the subjugation of women and has no place
in a matriarchal society. She’d be very upset if you spurned the
charms of her sisters.’

‘In that case,’ I said, ‘I am happy to agree
to all three of your stipulations.’

‘Good. Now for the second reason I asked you
here. It concerns Sister Cora. She is, as you know, the youngest of
the Daughters and more child than woman. I feel very protective
towards her and would not hesitate to kill anyone who harmed
her.’

‘Neither would I.’

Saffron took the brandy bottle from the
coffee table and topped up my glass. She opened a fresh can of
lager for herself. ‘Before she came to us, Cora had a very unhappy
time of things. Has she mentioned anything about her past to
you?’

‘We have an unspoken agreement not to speak
of the past. She knows nothing about my life before I met Dr
Hoffman.’

‘I don’t know if Cora will ever open up to
you. It will probably take half a life-time for her to get over
what she went through and I’d appreciate you not forcing the issue.
At the moment, she’s in a sort of denial. What happened before she
found Isis has been pushed to the back of her mind. I think for now
it’s best that it stays there. I’m telling you this because you
might otherwise find some of her behaviour inexplicable. If she
becomes moody or loses her temper for no apparent reason, remember
it isn’t you.’

‘At the moment she seems happy,’ I said. But
I had sensed the hurt deep inside Cora. It wasn’t a void as in the
case of Marion Hoffman so much as a protective barrier, an
impenetrable veil beyond which lay darkness and horrors.

‘Before you came,’ said Sister Saffron, ‘I
feared she might have a mental breakdown. You’ve done much to heal
her wounds and I thank you for it.’

There was a lull in the conversation. Sister
Saffron licked froth from her upper lip. Knowing where things were
headed, I decided to hurry them along. ‘You said there were three
reasons you asked me here.’

Sister Saffron smiled wickedly. She placed a
hand on my metal cheek and drew my face to hers.

 


I got to know most of the other women quite
well, both in the sack and out of it. Everyone seemed to like me,
even the committed man-haters of whom there were quite a few. I was
seen as a new man, reborn free of original sin, uncontaminated by
male dogma. Not as other men.

Cora was more than happy to share me with
her sisters. She’d really bought into the doctrine of monogamy
being an instrument of male oppression. Of all the Daughters of
Isis, she was Sister Saffron’s most ardent convert. As far as she
was concerned, Saffron’s will was the will of Isis and therefore
beyond question.

I spent my mornings with Annabel
Wollstonecraft. She had a voracious sexual appetite and I quickly
became proficient at satisfying her without leaving myself too
depleted. It was a source of pride to me that I always managed to
perform to order at the Compound and I wasn't about to let Annabel
spoil my unbroken run.

When we weren't pleasuring each other, I
posed for Annabel in her studio. I'd told her about Cora comparing
me to Agamemnon and she thought it would be splendid to embark upon
an oil on canvas depicting me in a chariot with the as-yet
unbreached walls of Troy as a backdrop. In the picture I was to be
naked and holding a spear and a shield.

 


The time came for the Daughters of Isis to
bring in their harvest. I stood at the gate and watched them march
merrily down to the farm with their scythes and baskets. The wheat,
apples and pears they were about to gather were a gift from Isis
and therefore to be hewn or picked by hand. Mechanical things were
an abomination in the eyes of the Great Earth Mother for they were
devised by men greedy to take all they could from her even if it
left her barren.

The coming of the harvest was a reminder to
me that time was moving on. I had settled into something of a rut
in the Compound. Consisting as it did mostly of eating, running,
sleeping and fucking it was by no means an unpleasant rut but it
was a rut nonetheless. I was like Odysseus on the island of Calypso
with not a care in the world except for the knowledge that he was a
long way from home.

Later that day, I made my usual journey to
the cottage. My walk took me through the wheat field where most of
the girls had discarded their tops to reveal peachy skin coated in
a fine dew of perspiration.

Happy but sweaty, they sang one of their
indecipherable hymns as they lay into the wheat with their
scythes.

At the river, I stripped down to my boxer
shorts and bathed as I did every day in a deep basin at the river's
edge. Then I headed on into the woods and to the very wonderful
Annabel Wollstonecraft.

We made love almost as soon as I arrived at
the cottage.

Afterwards, we lay on the bed and talked. I
filled her in on the goings on at the Compound and she mentioned
she was in talks with a London gallery about putting on an
exhibition of her work. Although she was still relatively unknown,
she was gaining a reputation amongst the cognoscenti. Her work now
commanded ten times as much money as when I broke into that gallery
in Brighton to admire it.

After a while, we ran out of things to say.
The antique clock on the wall ticked away. Neither of us was in a
hurry to move to the studio and neither of us could bring ourselves
to say why.

The portrait was nearly finished. This would
be my final sitting. And then what? I didn't fancy sitting for
another portrait and Annabel had no intention of painting one. On
what then could we base our relationship? Our silence as we lay
side by side without touching emphasised how little we had in
common.

Annabel completed the painting shortly after
noon. I gazed upon it in wonder and awe. How heroic I looked in my
warrior's mask! How magnificent. This was the new Kaspar. Kaspar
Mark II. The Kaspar that no longer hid in shadows, the Kaspar who
could approach children without making them cry, who could sit on a
park bench and not have stones thrown at him.

We drank a celebratory bottle of wine and
then I said I should be headed back to the Compound. Her eyes told
me she knew not to expect me tomorrow.

 


The Daughters of Isis were gathered in the
pool where I bathed each day. Naked but for the wooden ankhs around
their necks, they stood waist-deep in a circle around Sister
Saffron with their eyes closed and their arms crossed over their
chests. I lay behind a nearby rock and watched.

Sister Saffron placed her hands on Sister
Janelle's head. 'May Queen Isis guide you and bless you and take
from you the stain left upon your soul by Eve, the Mother of
Humanity, who did despoil her own perfection by allowing a man to
pollute her womb.'

Saffron gently guided Janelle's head beneath
the water. Janelle resurfaced crying: 'I am new! I am born
again!'

Sister Saffron similarly baptised three more
Daughters before I stood and revealed myself.

'Son of Adam,' said Sister Saffron, 'are you
ready to be purged of the genetic sins of your forebears? Are you
willing to submit to the will of the Great White Goddess?'

Casting aside my boxer shorts, I walked down
to the pool and waded into the cleansing waters. My leg throbbed
from where Annabel Wollstonecraft's pellets had torn into the
flesh.

'Do you, Kaspar, forsake the legacy of
Abraham and embrace the love of Isis?' asked Sister Saffron.

'I do.'

'And do you hold that all that is Woman and
within Woman is transcendent and sacred?'

'I do.'

'May Isis guide you and bless you and light
your way with the flame of the Feminine Divine.'

Sister Saffron placed her hands on my head.
Guided by her, I submerged. The water was the primeval soup from
which all life had issued. It was the amniotic fluid of Queen
Isis.

The straps on my mask were rotten. With a
quick tug, the mask was off. My new face, for better or worse, was
hidden no more.

The mask tumbled into the gravel.

I pushed upwards. Up towards daylight. Up
towards the arch of Heaven which is the sacred space between the
thighs of the Great Earth Mother.

Water tumbled from my face and torso. I
wiped a hand across my eyes and found myself gazing at Sister
Saffron. Her acolytes applauded. Sister Saffron began to cry.

Cora threw her arms around me. 'You're
beautiful,' she whispered. 'Your face is perfect.'

I had to see for myself. Gently prising
myself free of Cora, I waded to a nearby slab of rock and lay on
it. Like Narcissus, I beheld my reflection.

A stranger stared back at me. His features
were strong, symmetrical and perfectly proportioned. He was a
matinee idol, a Rudy Valentino, a poster boy. He was a fucking
Adonis.

He was me!

 


Gathering at the stone circle, we gave
thanks to Isis. Sister Saffron took a golden pitcher and poured red
liquid onto the altar stone. It was menstrual blood, a gift from
the Daughters of Isis.

We drank wine, ate freshly harvested apples
and smoked hashish. As the sun set, Sister Saffron produced a
silver goblet. In a ceremony, which symbolised our Covenant with
Isis, we drank from the goblet. It contained a mighty aphrodisiac
which freed us from all inhibition.

From then until dawn, all I remember is
being at the eye of a hurricane of flesh.

 


The following day was to be my last in the
Compound. It was declared a holiday in my honour, which gave
everyone a chance to catch up on their sleep. Lunch was later than
usual.

I sat in my customary place at the foot of
the table with Cora and Janelle either side of me. Everyone had a
fine appetite and the food was finished quickly and with relish.
The mood was jolly, the conversation lively.

Now and then I caught sight of my face
reflected in a knife or a wine glass and inwardly rejoiced.

As the meal ended, Sister Saffron rose to
her feet. She, unlike the other girls, was in her ceremonial
robe.

'Sisters,' said Saffron, taking out a piece
of paper and unfolding it, 'I have the results you have all been
waiting for. The following Daughters have been blessed.' She read
from the sheet. 'Sister Cora, Sister Eva, Sister Lisa, Sister
Natalie and myself.'

The Sisters mentioned looked ready to faint
with happiness. The others applauded, hugged and congratulated
them.

Saffron waited for the commotion to die
down. 'This is a happy day for our community and also a sad one.
There is not one of us here who has not grown fond of our guest. We
shall miss him when he has gone but his work here is done. He must
leave our Compound by nightfall. This is the will of Isis.'

 



PART THREE

A POSTMODERN PROMETHEUS.

 


 


My devil had long been caged, he came out
roaring.

 


The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr
Hyde.

Robert Louis Stevenson.

 



Chapter Eight

The World In An Ice Cube

 


 


In which I check into an old haunt, road
test my new face, upset a maitre d' and journey to Shangri-La.

 


I rolled into Euston on the first train of
the day. Thanks to the generosity of Sister Saffron, I was kitted
out in an electric blue suit. My shoes cost the best part of a
hundred quid. Silk shirt. Silk tie. And a wad of fifty pound notes
in a hand-stitched wallet.

To use the vernacular, I looked the
bollocks.

It was still dark when I stepped off the
train. London was potent with possibilities. The air smelt faintly
of soot, perhaps a legacy of the steam age.

I took the underground to Hammersmith.
Mindful of keeping the creases in my trousers, I stood the whole
way in a near-empty carriage. A beautiful black girl pretended to
read a magazine but her eyes never left me. I felt I only had to
click my fingers and she would come running, but when she got off
the train without glancing back, my confidence shifted poles. Had
she been admiring me or simply thinking what a poncy, over-dressed
twat I looked?

My spirits sank. Was I deluding myself as to
my desirability? Although my new face was a million times better
than the old, who was I to judge how good it was? I didn't want an
ordinary, plain face. That wasn't enough. I needed a face that drew
women to me. I had never had the chance to learn the twin arts of
conversation and seduction; all I could hope was that women would
find me irresistible anyway.

I reminded myself that the Daughters of Isis
had declared they had never seen anyone more handsome. But they
would say that, wouldn't they? They were my friends; they knew how
much I needed to be reassured. It was possible they'd fed me a big
white lie.

 


The Hotel Mafeking in Hammersmith has two
things going for it: cheapness and low expectations. I’d stayed
there a few times in my old life, checking in and out when the
other guests weren't likely to see me.

The owner back then, a guy everyone called
Mr Tony, had been in a house fire. His face was a patchwork of scar
tissue and grafted skin. Although we never said two words more than
necessary to each other, we were kindred spirits. Mr Tony
understood my need to be left alone. He knew I didn't want to talk
about my past, present or future and that was fine by him. All that
mattered was that I paid cash in advance and caused no trouble.

Mr Tony wasn't too fussy who stayed in his
hotel. If he had been, he wouldn't have had his throat cut. His
killer, an under-medicated schizophrenic, locked himself in a linen
cupboard and put a bullet through his head. Everyone the police
questioned swore they hadn't heard the shot.

From then on, I'd avoided the Hotel Mafeking
for fear the new owner might not share Mr Tony's laissez-faire
approach to the clientele.

And now here I was, cock o' the walk,
strolling up to the reception desk with my head held high. The guy
behind the counter - surely too young to be the current owner -
looked me up and down suspiciously.

I wasn't a backpacker, a migrant in search
of work or a social security case. I was not the sort of person
they were used to in the Hotel Mafeking. The desk clerk clearly
thought I had wandered into the wrong establishment, perhaps
mistaking it for one of the finer hotels farther down the road. But
my cash was good and he saw no reason not to take it. I paid for
two nights in advance, informed the clerk that I had no luggage and
asked if I might have Room 303. He gave me the key and a quick
lecture about checking out times and mentioned that all breakages
had to be paid for.

I knew better than to take the
lift-cum-toilet. It was reassuring to find the same worn carpet on
the stairs sticking to my soles in the same old way.

Room 303, where I had stayed many times
before, hadn't changed much either. There was one more crack in the
ceiling and the very rickety old wardrobe had been replaced with a
slightly less rickety old wardrobe but otherwise everything was
pretty much as I remembered.

I dropped my toothbrush and toothpaste into
the bathroom. Switching on the television, I flopped into an
armchair and shifted about until I’d minimised the number of
springs poking into my bottom. I watched children's programs for a
while and then the news. There was no mention of either Dr Hoffman
or myself.

Disappointed, I took off my suit and hung it
over the back of a chair. Then I lay on the bed and watched the
mindless pap that passes for entertainment on daytime television
until I fell asleep.

 


I awoke late in the afternoon and
automatically looked out the window to estimate how long before
night fell. A couple of hours, I decided. Then I remembered it
didn't matter. I no longer had to live my life in darkness and
shadows. I could go out in broad daylight without fear of being
ridiculed or having the snot beaten out of me.

Normal - that's what I was. Fucking normal.
It sure took some getting used to.

I endured a couple of minutes beneath a
dribble of water in the shower, cleaned my teeth and got dressed.
My synthetic skin was not yet producing whiskers - Dr Hoffman had
said that wouldn't happen for a while - so there was no need to
shave. A splash of cologne wouldn't have gone amiss but I figured I
could get by without it.

I combed my hair, polished my shoes with a
hand towel and checked my appearance in the distressed mirror on
the wardrobe door. It was time to road test my new face.

 


Of all the establishments I had never dared
enter in my old life, the English pub was the most enticing. How
often had I crept past late night watering holes, tormented by the
chatter and laughter, the camaraderie and bonhomie of ordinary
people forgetting their cares? It was just one Christmas ago that I
had found myself pressing my face to the window of a country inn,
like some Dickensian street urchin spying on the festivities of his
social superiors. A fire blazed. People toasted each other's
health, slapped each other on the back, wished a prosperous and
peaceful new year for one and all.

The landlord spotted me. He
came out, pushed me into the snow and told me to bugger off or he'd
be back with his shotgun. Then he went back inside and led his
customers in a rousing rendition of We
Wish You a Merry Christmas.

I walked around West London for two hours
before I found a pub that took my fancy. It was down a narrow road
in Chiswick leading to the Thames. A plaque beside the entrance
boasted that Charles Dickens had frequented the pub while writing
David Copperfield. Aside from the fruit machine, it was easy to
believe the lounge was much as it had been in Dickens's time.

My heart pounding, I walked up to the bar
and waited to be served. Part of me was certain I wouldn't get away
with it. Someone would spot the ugly duckling in their midst and
raise the alarm. I would be beaten and thrown into the street.

The barmaid smiled at me. 'What can I get
you?'

'Whisky,' I said. 'A large one.'

How sweet those words sounded! I was in a
pub ordering a drink.

I was doing what normal people do and no one
was telling me I shouldn't. It was all I could do to stop myself
strutting around the room crowing: 'Look at me. I've just ordered a
drink.'

There was only one
unoccupied table. It was squeezed into a corner and cloaked in
shadow. That, I
decided, will do me
nicely.

I sat and gazed into my drink. A bubble in
one of the ice cubes distorted my reflection so my face looked like
it had been over-inflated. I moved my head; one cheek shrank, one
cheek expanded. Now I looked much as I had before my operation.

Moving the glass forward an inch allowed the
entire room to be reflected in the whisky and I was reminded of a
snatch of poetry by William Blake:

 


To see a world in a grain of sand

And a heaven in a wild flower

 


I stirred the drink with my finger. A voice
asked: 'Do you always hide in shadows?'

I looked up. Two ladies stood over me,
champagne glasses in hand. The one who had spoken wore a black
trouser suit. Her friend looked like she was dressed for a garden
party. They were both in their forties and splendidly
preserved.

'Force of habit,' I told them.

'I'm Cleo,' said the woman in black. Her
accent was American.

'This is Chelsea. We're not from these
parts.'

'We're two ladies,' said Chelsea (also
American), 'whose husbands spend more time in the boardroom than
the bedroom.'

'And we're spoilt.'

'Something rotten.'

 


I didn't go back to the Hotel Mafeking that
night. Morning found me in the luxury suite of a five star hotel,
lounging in an armchair, watching television with the sound down
while Cleo and Chelsea flapped around getting ready for a hard
day's shopping.

'You know what I like about you, Kaspar?'
asked Chelsea. 'You make no effort to disguise your contempt.'

'Yeah,' said Cleo. 'You spend a night of
unbridled passion with two well-maintained older chicks and you act
like you're doing us a favour.'

'You'd be unbearable if you weren't so
handsome.'

What could I say? They had me bang to
rights. Last night had been fun for all but my performance had been
driven by a desire to discover what I could do rather than a need
to please. And if I'd failed to express the appropriate amount of
affection it was only because I wasn't sure how. Should I have
whispered sweet nothings in their ears and assured them I would
respect them in the morning? Could I have done so without sounding
a prat? I knew so little about women.

Cleo slipped into a fur jacket. 'We have
lots of girlfriends in the same boat as us. Bored. Spoilt.
Neglected by fabulously wealthy husbands.'

'You're just the sort of toy boy they're
looking for.'

'You could make a lot of money.'

I was amused. 'Are you suggesting I become a
gigolo?'

''You have a God-given talent,' said Cleo.
'It would be blasphemous to waste it.'

'You could be the best gigolo in London,'
said Chelsea. 'Or Paris, or New York or even Moscow. Wherever the
fancy takes you.'

'We can introduce you to all the right
people.'

'And you can be as shitty to them as you are
to us.'

'The shittier the better.'

What they were proposing was not altogether
untempting. 'I shall have to think about it,' I said as a picture
of Marion Hoffman appeared on the television.

I grabbed the remote control and turned the
sound up. Marion's face was replaced with that of a grey-haired
chap in a business suit and half-moon glasses.

'... acting on behalf of Dr Hoffman, said
his client denied all allegations of medical malpractice and would
rigorously defend his work and reputation in a court of law. Asked
about rumours that Hoffman had engaged arch-publicist Jack Ramsay
to handle public relations for him, Mr Porritt said he had no
knowledge of such a matter.

'In other news today - '.

I switched off the television.

'That was about that Dr Frankenstein guy,
wasn't it?' said Chelsea checking her make-up in the dressing table
mirror. 'Damn, but he gives me the creeps.'

'I read somewhere his wife opened an
abortion clinic in the Third World,' Cleo chipped in, 'so he'd have
a supply of foetuses to experiment with.'

'He's like Saddam Hussein, Hannibal Lecter
and Adolf Hitler rolled into one.'

'What he did to that poor boy doesn't bear
thinking about.'

 


I spent the day in my room at the Hotel
Mafeking with its familiar stains and smells. My night of passion
with two American socialites was relived in snatches of dream that
came to me as I drifted in and out of sleep. There were other
dreams too - mostly ones I had dreamt before but never so vividly.
They seemed to convey a different meaning now. I felt as if my mind
was undergoing a metamorphosis, a shifting of perspectives as it
adjusted to my changed reality.

Amongst my new dreams there was one that
disturbed me. I was standing in what might have been quicksand,
might have been treacle. Something tumbled through the air above
me. I had an impression of helicopter blades turning in extreme
slow motion or maybe a ceiling fan. It was a peculiarly abstract
dream that did not readily lend itself to interpretation. I thought
maybe the helicopter – if helicopter it was –had come searching for
me. I couldn’t breath. Just as I thought my lungs would explode, I
woke up.

I dreamt too of Mrs Hoffman in her nurse's
uniform, standing faithfully by her husband's side as he stitched
together a monster from an assortment of body parts. When the
monster came alive, she undressed and gently initiated it in the
ways of physical love.

In the evening, I took a
taxi to the Leopard Club and happily tipped the driver
way too much. It was intended to set the tone for my night out. I,
monster, was about to play the part of the big shot
playboy.

The two bouncers -
Neanderthals in suits - at the door were unknown to me, but then
I'd never entered the club through its front entrance before.
They'd clocked the tip I'd given the cabbie and straightaway
decided I was the sort of client the Leopard Club was looking for.

'Good evening, sir,' said Tweedledum as
Tweedledee opened the door for me. 'Have a pleasant evening.'

And I did. I really did.

Having started life as a series of railway
arches, the club with its vaulted ceilings and tunnel-like
corridors felt like it was underground, so much so that I was
inclined to consider it an extension of the Victorian sewers that
ran beneath.

It was just after 9 o'clock
and already the Leopard
Club was half-full. Men
who wouldn't want their wives to know where they were sat watching
girls doing what they prayed their daughters never
would.

The main stage had three poles, only one of
which was in use when I entered. There were four other smaller
stages scattered between the tables, each with its own erotic
dancer.

I sat in a booth and waited to be
served.

My table gave me a clear view of the main
stage and its spiky-haired pole dancer. Her name was Carla and I
had watched her perform countless times before. I had also watched
her undress in the changing room and snort cocaine in the staff
toilet. I knew she had a seven-year-old daughter called Ramona and
preferred women to men.

'What can I get you?' The waitress was tall,
blonde and topless.

'Jack Daniels,' I told her. 'A double.'

She did not immediately react. I was
suddenly aware she was staring at my face. Instinctively I raised
my arm to block her view.

'You want ice in that?' she asked.

I remembered myself. Remembered how much my
world had changed. It was fine for women to look at my face now.
It's what I wanted.

I lowered my arm. The waitress's eyes
drilled into mine. 'Yes,' I said. 'Ice, please.'

'Coming right up.’ She sashayed away. I
watched the sway of her hips until she’d disappeared from view.

Carla left the stage. Two black ladies - one
called Beth and one new to me – took her place and began undressing
each other. I recalled that the first time I'd seen Ashley, she'd
been on that stage with another girl. The lesbian show they'd put
on had been startlingly realistic and perversely poetic.

I looked up at the
ventilation grille. It had been my private box back in the days
when I’d haunted the air con system like a poor man’s Phantom of
the Opera. For someone who wasn’t welcome even amongst tramps and
winos, it had been the perfect sanctuary. Nowhere in the
Leopard Club
was safe from my thieving hands and prying eyes.
Food and drink awaited me in the storerooms and every evening I had
a choice of entertainment. I could watch the girls with the paying
public or I could enjoy my very own peepshow backstage. Sometimes
there was more than just the sight of naked flesh on offer. The
club had many rooms to which the general public was not permitted.
What went on in them was strictly for the broad-minded.

The waitress returned with my drink. 'You
looking for company?'

This was how the waitresses
at the Leopard Club earned their money. The m.o. was
to latch on to a customer (a punter, a john, a mug, a mark) and
have him buy you a drink or two. The girl would ask for what
sounded like an exotic cocktail but was actually non-alcoholic
champagne with orange juice. It cost a lot of money, half of which
would eventually find its way into the girl's pay packet. The
customer, believing he was on to a sure thing, would happily part
with a fair wedge just to keep the girl sitting with
him.

'Company would be fine,' I said mentally
burning my money. Tonight was all about that - about being reckless
and foolish and getting taken for a ride.

With a smile, the waitress sat opposite me.
'I don't usually do this sort of thing,' she lied. 'Fraternise with
the customers and all that. But you look like a real nice guy. My
name's Brandy by the way.'

'Mine's Kaspar,' I said. 'Can I get you a
drink?'

'I'd love a Tropical Sunsplash. It's the
most amazing cocktail ever. I get unbelievably randy every time I
drink one.'

'Really? Maybe I should get one for
myself?'

'You wouldn't like it. It's strictly for
girls.'

Turned out, Brandy was actually a nice
person. Sure she fleeced me for a fair sum of money, but she did it
in a gentle way. And she was warm and seemed genuinely interested
in me.

It wasn't long before she was sitting on my
lap with her arm around my neck.

'You're not like the usual dross we get in
here,' she told me. 'You know how to treat a lady like a lady. If I
had a penny for every time one of these sad fucks pinched my bum or
made a grab for my tits, I'd be bloody rich by now.'

'What time do you get off?' I asked.

She looked around to make sure no one was
listening. 'Eleven,' she said. 'But it's strictly against the rules
for me to go home with a customer.'

'So?'

'Meet me at Waterloo Station at
midnight.'

'Where at Waterloo Station?'

'Under the clock. Where else?'

 


Jack Ramsay's office was in
Soho, London's media Babylon. A plaque on a door squeezed between a
bookshop and a Chinese restaurant said: JR
Assocs. Press button for entry.

I pressed the button. A tinny voice issued
from a small speaker.

It asked me my business. I said I had a
package to deliver. There was a buzz and a click and I was in.

I got as far as the reception area at the
top of the stairs where a stern-looking receptionist brooded behind
a stained pine desk. She wasn't pleased when I told her I had no
package and she should send me through to Jack Ramsay straight
away.

'Mr Ramsay isn't in right now,' she uttered
crisply like a not-to-be-fucked-with Sunday school teacher. 'If you
want to see him, you'll have to book an appointment.'

'I don't mind waiting.'

'He won't be back today.'

'You can contact him, can't you? He must
have a mobile.'

'Please leave the building immediately, sir.
Else I will have you forcibly removed.'

'That would be such a bad career move.
Believe me, Jack Ramsay is going to want to talk to me.'

'I'll give you ten seconds.'

'I'm Kaspar.'

'Nine seconds.'

'Dr Hoffman's patient. The one the
newspapers are calling the Son of Frankenstein.'

'And I'm the Bride of Dracula. Eight
seconds'

When she reached
three, she picked up a
phone and I decided it was a good time to leave.

Halfway down the stairs, out of sight of the
Devil's Own Receptionist, I paused. Perhaps there was some other
way into Jack Ramsay's office. Or maybe I could find a cupboard to
hide in until the receptionist went off to feast on freshly
slaughtered babies or whatever it was she did for lunch.

I heard her phone ring and
then her voice: 'Jack Ramsay Associates... No, Sir Kenneth. He's
lunching with a client at the moment... The Blue Phoenix, I think. I can get him
to call you, if you like... OK then. I'll do that. Thank you, Sir
Kenneth.'

 


The Blue Phoenix had once been a fire
station. Its red brick walls were decorated with fire brigade
paraphernalia. In the foyer, a metal pole united floor with
ceiling. The place reeked of money and snobbery. Within seconds of
stepping through the door, I had spotted two soap actresses, a
television journalist and a professional footballer.

The maitre d' intercepted me. 'May I help
you, sir?'

'I'm meeting someone. Jack Ramsay.'

'Is he expecting you?'

I looked round. The restaurant was awash
with b and c list celebrities. There were one or two has-beens and
quite a few desperate-to-bes. I spotted my target dining with a
woman I didn't recognise but who could well have been a glamour
model. Jack Ramsay’s suit was even sharper than mine and about ten
times as expensive.

'It's all right,' I told the maitre d'.
'I've found him.'

'If you care to wait, sir, I'll pass him a
message and - '

But I was on my way. The
maitre d' was hot on my heels, all fluster and outrage. This was
not the way people behaved in the Blue
Phoenix.

He grabbed my arm. I shook it off. 'Mr
Ramsay! Jack Ramsay!'

Annoyance flashed across Ramsay's face as he
turned to look at me. It immediately evaporated.

'You're probably looking for me,' I
said.

The maitre d' looked like he might cry. 'I'm
sorry, Mr Ramsay. He pushed right past.'

'It's OK, Antonio,' said Ramsay, his diction
redolent of the public schools that had shaped him. 'I'll take it
from here. Thank you.'

Antonio gave me a look that
I took to mean I'll kill you for this, you
lousy sonofabitch and flounced back to his
station.

Jack Ramsay gestured to an empty chair.
'Please join us.'

I sat opposite Ramsay's dinner companion.
She had a Marilyn Mon roe figure and a face not unlike Jane
Fonda's, only with a touch of the oriental. I detected the mark of
the surgeon's blade.

We smiled briefly at one another. Then she
started picking at her plate of salad and seemed to forget I was
there.

Ramsay reached into his inside pocket and
pulled out a photograph. I found myself looking at my own features
in faded black and white. But whoever was in the photograph wasn't
me. Judging from the state it was in, the picture was many years
old.

'Marion never believed you were dead for one
moment,' said Ramsay. 'She gave me the photograph so I'd know you
when I saw you.'

'Who is it?' I asked.

Ramsay put the photograph back in his
pocket. 'I have no idea. Are you hungry?'

'A bit.'

He clicked his fingers and a waiter came
running. 'My friend is joining me for lunch.'

The waiter took a place setting from an
unoccupied table and set it in front of me. Then he handed me a
menu before swanning off to the kitchen.

Ramsay made the introductions. 'Kaspar, this
is Denise Wallace. She's a bimbo.'

'A bimbo who's going places,' said Denise
popping a chunk of mayonnaise-covered celery into her sensuous
mouth.

'Bagged herself a member of the cabinet,'
Ramsay said proudly. 'Right now she's a moderately talented actress
who presents some crappy programme on some television channel
you've never heard of. Tomorrow, with my help, she's going to
destroy the career of someone tipped to be a future prime
minister.'

'The guy's a creep,' said Denise. 'Always
banging on about family values and parading his wife and kids for
the cameras. I'm going to enjoy exposing him for the seedy
hypocrite he is.'

And yourself as a
scheming, manipulative bitch, I thought.
Out loud I said to Ramsay: 'How's Marion holding up?'

'Very well, all things considered. It's Dr
Hoffman I'm worried about. But now you've resurfaced I'm sure his
spirits will improve no end.'

'Can you ring him? Tell him I'm here?'

'Best not to,' said Jack Ramsay in a
conspiratorial whisper. 'The walls have ears and all that. After
lunch, I'll take you to where he's hiding out. Now if I were you,
I'd have the Kobe steak. It's exquisite.'

Denise Wallace suddenly put down her fork
and leaned forward, giving me a vertigo-inducing view of her
cleavage. 'Kaspar, right? That's your name. You're not the Kaspar?
The one Dr Frankenstein experimented on?'

'No,' I said. 'That Kaspar's dead.'

 


A few hours later, Denise Wallace was in a
room at the Savoy Hotel with a team from a daily newspaper
destroying the prospects of a promising politician. Ramsay, cigar
in mouth, was cutting through the Essex countryside in a Range
Rover with me at his side.

'Hopefully you won't get
too bored at Shangri-La,' he said removing a stray flake of tobacco from his lip. 'It
used to belong to a certain gangland figure with a penchant for
trying out power tools on people he didn't like. I got the place
cheap when they banged him up for a VAT scam.

'It's not generally known that I own it, so
you should be safe from prying eyes. Of course, once the media find
out you're still alive, there's going to be a journalistic feeding
frenzy. Like it or not, yours is the most famous face in Britain
right now - which is ironic considering that hardly anyone knows
what it looks like.'

'I'd like to keep it that way,' I said.

'Not a chance. You're heading for a perfect
shit storm, Kaspar. The only way you can survive it is by letting
me navigate. It's a jungle out there and those fuckers hunt in
packs.'

'But what about Dr Hoffman? If people know
I'm alive, I might be forced to give evidence against him.'

'That's what I'm hoping for. You, dear boy,
are his only chance of staying out of prison. You get up on that
witness stand and tell the court what Dr Hoffman's done for you and
there won't be a dry eye in the jury box.'

 



Chapter Nine

Camille

 


 


In which I prepare for a shit storm, fall in
love and learn an important lesson about women.

 


Shangri-La
was a neo-Georgian mansion which, despite its size
and grandeur, left me unimpressed. Lacking the age and lived-in
character of Thunder Manor, it looked like an overblown wedding
cake. A high wall topped with razor wire kept the house and its
immaculate grounds isolated from the outside world. Cameras and
warning signs made it clear that if you weren't invited you weren't
welcome.

The gates could have stopped a tank. As we
approached, they swung open, allowing us on to a drive that cut
through a lawn peppered with fountains and statues.

Jack pulled up outside the front door with
its rectangular transom and poncy pillars. As he applied the
handbrake, Barker came skipping down the steps. Resplendent in a
summer frock, he put me in mind of a Southern belle.

'Kaspar!' he cried, as I got out of the car.
He wrapped his arms around me and planted an obscenely wet kiss on
my cheek. 'You beautiful little sod, you!'

Dr Hoffman approached at a more sedate pace.
Although pre-warned of my arrival, he seemed dazed to see me.

Barker sobbed. I felt his tears on my face.
'I thought we'd lost you for good. What were you thinking? Don't
you ever - ever! - jump out of a helicopter again.' He let go of me
and fought to compose himself. 'I'm sorry. My hormones are up and
my emotions are all over the place.'

I smiled warmly at him. 'That's OK, Barker.
I'm pleased to see you too.'

Stepping round Barker, Hoffman held out his
hand. I shook it.

'Let me inspect my handiwork,' he murmured
placing his face uncomfortably close to mine. 'No scars. No flaws.
And no way of telling where the old flesh ends and the new begins.
Any sensation yet?'

'A slight tingling and I can feel if things
are hot, cold, wet or dry.'

'That's good.'

'Where's Marion?'

'Upstairs,' said Barker. 'Having kittens.'
He cupped his hands over his mouth and called towards the house.
'Marion! It's worked! His face is perfect! Kaspar is a fucking love
god!'

'Go to her,' ordered Dr Hoffman. 'Make her
the happiest woman on Earth.'

I ran into the house and up the grand,
sweeping stairs in the hallway. At the top, I came to a corridor
that stretched to the left and right and boasted a dozen doors in
each wing. One of them opened and Marion stepped out.

We stood facing each other like nervous
teenagers at a school dance, each waiting for the other to make a
move.

I'd known ever since I'd
opened my eyes on the deck of the Placebo and seen her concerned face
gazing down at me that she was the most beautiful woman I would
ever meet. It had been a mighty struggle not to fall in love with
her but now the war was over. I surrendered body and
soul.

I ran to Marion. I grabbed her slender
waist. I covered her cheeks in kisses then buried my face in her
neck.

We were shipwrecked sailors adrift on an
uncharted ocean, clinging to each other for dear life. Letting go
raised the scary prospect of being parted by unseen currents.

Marion was the first to pull away. Gazing
into my eyes, she touched my cheek. 'I knew you were alive,' she
said. 'If you were dead, I'd have sensed it. I'd have felt a void
within me.'

To
marry, I thought, with the one you already have.
Remembering the photograph Jack Ramsay had shown me in the
Blue Phoenix, I knew the
size and shape of the missing part of Marion. She and her husband
had engineered me to fill that hole.

Marion had chosen my face. She wouldn't have
accepted any other.

'Kaspar,' said Marion. 'There's someone I'd
like you to meet.' She beckoned to the door she'd just come
through. The room beyond was in near darkness.

I followed her into the room. She took my
hand to prevent me reaching for the light switch and closed the
door behind us.

Through the gloom, I saw a figure sitting at
a vanity table.

'Kaspar,' said Marion, 'this is
Camille.'

Unfurling a fan and holding it in front of
her face, Camille rose to her feet. She approached and held up her
free hand. 'May I touch your face?'

I nodded my assent. She ran her fingertips
across my forehead, then down the left cheek, under my chin and up
the right cheek. She felt my nose and then my lips.

'It feels like the real thing,' she said
with a distinct slur. Her face remained hidden behind the fan. 'I
never thought... never dared hope...' She choked on her words.

'Is Dr Hoffman going to operate on you?' I
asked.

'That,' said Camille, 'depends on what
happens in court next Tuesday.'

Which in turn, I realised, depended on my
testimony.

 


A meeting was convened in the library.
Porritt, the lawyer I'd seen on television in Chelsea and Cleo’s
hotel, had hurried down from London. He breezed into the library
and sat at the big oak table in the middle of the room along with
Hoffman, Marion, Jack Ramsay and myself.

After introductions, we got down to the
business of planning our strategy for keeping Dr Hoffman out of
prison.

'The reappearance of the prosecution's star
witness puts a whole new complexion on things,' said Porritt.

'I thought he was our star witness,' said
Jack Ramsay. Porritt shook his head. 'We'll let the prosecution
call him.'

'And if they don't?'

'Then we'll call him and let the jury figure
out why the prosecution were afraid to produce concrete proof of Dr
Hoffman’s crime.'

'What,' asked Marion, 'if we keep schtum
about Kaspar and you produce him as a surprise witness?'

'His Lordship will throw his gavel at my
barrister's head and have him frog-marched to the Tower. Despite
what you've seen in the movies, judges are not impressed with
gimmicks. Unless we or the prosecution declare Kaspar as a witness
beforehand, the judge is likely to bar him from giving
evidence.'

'So we have to tell the prosecution where to
find Kaspar?'

'It would be in Dr Hoffman's best interest
to turn him over to the police.'

Jack Ramsay snorted. 'Not on your Nellie,
Porritt. Kaspar's about to become the biggest show in town. I've
been in touch with a Sunday paper and left them drooling like a
fetishist in a shoe factory. As soon as they add another zero to
their offer - and they will – it’s chocks away. Two days from now,
the world's going to be in the grip of Kasparmania.'

'Why is it,' Porritt asked Jack, 'that every
time I work for you, my ulcers get ulcers?'

We kicked a few points back
and forth, fleshed out details, asked what
if this? and what
if that? and agreed on a battle plan.
Porritt wasn't wholly satisfied with Jack's approach. He felt
matters of law should be settled in a court of law. Jack responded
with a brilliantly-crafted rebuttal that took in the Magna Carta,
Peterloo, the Notting Hill riots and the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. In retrospect none of it made much sense but it was
stirring stuff. We can all talk bollocks but few can talk it as
eloquently as Jack Ramsay.

And so it was agreed that I should sell my
story to a grubby tabloid. The question of Dr Hoffman's guilt would
be resolved in the Court of Public Opinion.

 


Marion showed me to my room. She opened a
fitted wardrobe to reveal seven suits in seven different colours,
shirts, ties, shoes, underwear. All of it expensive. Most of it
handmade.

'Get used to it,' she said. 'By the time
Jack Ramsay's through with you’re your public are going to have
expectations that Christ would have trouble living up to. You get
seen out in public with so much as a hair out of place or a shoe
lace undone and the fashionistas will mock you without mercy.'

I lay on the bed, clasped my hands behind my
head. 'Why were you so certain I was alive?'

'It wasn't your time to die, Kaspar.'

'You sense it too? That feeling of
inescapable destiny?'

'We are all God's toys.'

'Or Jack Ramsay's. Every time he looks at
me, I see pound signs in his eyes.'

'He's going to make you rich and
famous.'

'Rich I can take. It's the famous I don't
like.'

Marion lay on her side next to me. She was
wearing her usual La Giaconda No. 7.

'Don't worry about being famous,' she
advised. 'These days, fame has obsolescence built into it. Put up
with your fifteen minutes and then it's gone.'

Marion snuggled up to me.

'I know so little about women,' I told her.
'Every time I'm with you, I have to fight off a sense of panic.
It's a kind of phobia. I'm afraid - so very afraid - that I'm going
to do or say the wrong thing.'

'That's the trouble with us women,' said
Marion. 'We don't come with a manual. You have to learn about us
through trial and error. I'm perfectly prepared to accept that once
in a while you're going to inadvertently hurt my feelings,
embarrass me, make me angry, make me want to stab a pencil in your
eye. Now and then you'll forget my birthday, you'll belittle things
that are important to me, you'll be inconsiderate, rude and
insensitive. I'll lock myself in the bathroom and cry. I'll tear up
your photograph, set fire to your suits and cut holes in your boxer
shorts. And you'll laugh at me. And you won't always know when I
need your arm around my shoulders, and you'll snigger when I reach
for a tissue as I watch Bambi's mother die.'

'And you'll forgive me?'

‘It is not in a woman's nature to forgive.
We endure; we suffer; we carry every slight against us to the
grave. We put up with all your slings and arrows, but we do not
forgive. We tolerate you because we pity you and occasionally need
you.'

Shame, I thought, your kind didn't pity me
when I had need of it.

'I'll tell you a story,' said Marion. 'It's
about when I was a little girl growing up in Sweden. My father was
a policeman. One day he was called to a farm to investigate a case
of domestic abuse. The farmer's wife refused to press charges
against her husband and denied that she'd phoned the police. She
swore her bruises were caused by a fall down the stairs.

'Under the circumstances there wasn't a lot
my father could do except warn the farmer he'd be keeping an eye on
him. On his way back to the car, he was attacked by a dog - a mean,
vicious dog that went straight for his throat. My father kicked the
dog away from him and drew his gun. At which point the farmer came
out and yelled at the dog.

'My father said he'd never seen such a
sudden change in character, in either an animal or a person, as he
did in that dog. As soon as it heard the farmer's voice, it turned
into a whimpering coward. It crawled - actually crawled on its
belly - back into the old chicken hutch, which was its home. That
poor beast was terrified of the farmer. Now it wasn't attacking
him, my father could see it was all skin and bone.

'My father told the farmer he was taking the
dog with him and if he didn't like it he'd have to file a
complaint. The farmer said, "Sure, take the flea-ridden mongrel.
See if I care."

'I remember my mother screaming the house
down about my father bringing such a vicious brute into the house.
I was only eight and she was sure the dog would make a dinner out
of me the first chance it got. So my dad had to keep Django, as we
called him, in his tool shed at the back of the house.

'A vet examined Django and said he must have
been beaten almost daily from the day he'd been born. He was
underfed and afflicted with all sorts of ailments. My father spent
a lot of time and money making him well.

'When I found out about Django's life, I
felt sorry for him. I wanted to be his friend but he didn't want to
be mine. Every time he saw me - or anyone else except my father -
he went berserk. My dad had to keep him locked up. When he took him
for a walk, he kept him on a strong leash and avoided other
people.

'I couldn't go near Django. He frightened
me. I knew he'd rip my throat out if he could. But you know what,
Kaspar? I loved that homicidal, man-hating beast. Now ask me
why.'

‘It’s because,' I said, 'you knew what had
made it what it was. You knew its true nature.'

Marion gave my groin a playful squeeze. 'And
I know yours and don't you forget it.'

She kissed me on the lips and left the
room.

 


Evening came. I sat with Dr Hoffman and
Marion drinking champagne beside the outdoor pool. A light rain
fell but we ignored it.

The Sunday Chronicle had agreed to Jack
Ramsay's terms. Tomorrow I was to go to some place called
the Fantasy Factory to have my photograph taken and my reminiscences captured on
Dictaphone. From then on my life - the life I had so recently
acquired - would not be my own. As Marion put it: I was about to
become the star of my own soap opera.

It was the calm before what Jack Ramsay had
predicted would be a perfect shit storm. I had to accept that my
past would be raked over and turned into lurid headlines. All those
things I had wanted to forget were going to be pumped out in black
and white for the entertainment of the masses.

Barker appeared with a fresh bottle of
champagne. His trouser suit put me in mind of Marlene Dietrich.

'Do join us,' said Dr Hoffman. 'I've never
felt comfortable in groups of three.'

'I spoke to Camille,' said Barker uncorking
the champagne and holding the bottle at arms length until it had
stopped spewing its contents.

'She absolutely refuses to come down.'

'That's fine,' said Dr Hoffman. 'I
understand completely.'

Barker filled four glasses and sat down. He
seemed tense and I could hardly blame him. If Dr Hoffman walked
free form the Old Bailey next Tuesday, the door would be open for
Barker to be every bit the woman he wanted to be. But if not - then
his dreams would have to be put on hold, possibly forever.

I saw Camille silhouetted at her window. I
felt her loneliness, her pain. I had lived it for twenty-six
years.

Dr Hoffman saw her too. 'It's Coulthard's
Disease,' he said. ‘She wrote to me about a year ago begging for
help. She said I was the only hope she had in the world. I'm
ashamed to say I couldn't bring myself to write back.

'Fortunately, Marion could. Without telling
me, she sent the girl a letter saying I could do nothing at the
moment but who knew what the future would bring? When we found
ourselves exiled here, Marion sent for Camille to remind me what I
was fighting for. I hope - I pray - that one day I can do for her
what I did for you.' He patted Barker on his padded shoulder. 'And
you, Barker. If it's at all in my power, I am going to make a woman
of you.'

 


I found myself awake at two in the morning.
Restless fingers of rain drummed at my window. I wanted to be
outside, running amongst the fountains and statues, embracing the
weather like mad King Lear. I'd thought a new face would set me
free but life seemed to have other plans. Dr Hoffman, Marion,
Barker, Camille and Jack Ramsay: they were all counting on me. My
options were gone. There was no room for manouevre. I owed these
people; I needed to pay them in full.

In her room three doors down, I sensed
Camille sitting at her vanity table, staring at her grotesque face,
wondering and hoping, and occasionally daring to believe in a
future without loneliness, rejection and pain. I wanted to go to
her, put an arm around her, perhaps lie on the bed with her. Not
talking. Just being there to keep the doubts at bay.

The door opened. I hoped it was Camille come
to seek solace. Marion closed the door. She carried a small torch
which guided her to my bed. I had a glimpse of her body before she
climbed in next to me and turned off the torch.

'If you'd like me to go,' she said, 'I
will.'

She smelt of soap and talcum powder. I
pressed my body against hers. We both knew what the other wanted.
Our lovemaking was slow and precise and lasted until the sun came
up.

 


The Fantasy Factory is an aptly-named
'creative hub' on the outskirts of Romford. Converted from an old
brewery, it houses the offices and studios of a handful of New
Media companies.

Jack Ramsay drove me there
in his Range Rover. I slept most of the way and woke just as we
pulled up outside a grain store that had been turned into offices,
edit suites and the prosaically named Green Screen Studio.

We marched briskly through
the reception area and received a Good
morning, Mr Ramsay from the receptionist
and a security guard before finding ourselves in a corridor lined
with glass screens. On the other side of the glass, creative types
busied themselves with creative things.

Jack ushered me into a make-up room, opening
the door with a sudden flourish that caused the room's single
occupant to miss his glass and splash whisky down the front of his
jacket.

'Thanks a bundle,' he growled.

'Morning, Tom,' said Jack with undue cheer.
'Sorry to interrupt your breakfast. I'd like you to meet
Kaspar.'

'And I'd like to you to meet my dry cleaning
bill.'

'Kaspar, this is Tom Brook
from the Sunday
Chronicle. He's going to be asking you all
sorts of insightful questions.'

Brook gave me a quick once-over. 'Ain't you
the pretty one? Got any scars?'

'Not from the operation.'

'Pity. We were thinking of
having you photographed with one of our girls. Beauty and the Beast. But that ain't
going to work, is it? Not with you being better looking than the
so-called Beauty. Beauty and the Poncy
Pretty Boy just doesn't have the right ring
to it.'

I took a liking to Brook. He smelt of
whisky, tobacco and the world-weariness of someone who’d wanted to
be Hemingway and grew up to be a crap-artist. He was like some of
the prostitutes I had known. The ones who knew they had no place to
go but down. The ones who realised they were never going to be the
people they'd set out to be and who saw no end to their misery
except in the merciful release of a drugs overdose.

They knew who they were, what they were. I
love the prostitutes who walk the street and chance death every
time they jump into a john's car for the price of a few grams of
heroin. They are the most honest people on Earth.

'Listen, kid,' said Brook. 'My paper's
paying mega-spondoolies for your story, so make it good. Give us
shitloads of tragedy and pain and sex.'

'But not just yet,' said Ramsay. 'Let's get
the photography out of the way.'

The make-up girl was called in. Her name was
Lindsey and she spoke with a soft Irish accent that I found
soothing. She chatted away about not much at all as she dabbed a
few bits of powder on my chin.

'I feel almost redundant,' she complained
light-heartedly. 'I've never seen such perfect skin. You must
really look after it.'

She didn’t know that my
skin was only a few weeks old. As far as she was concerned, I was
Jasper Keats, a recently discovered male model being groomed for
stardom. That was the story we had fed everyone at the
Fantasy Factory and only
me, Ramsay and Tom Brook knew any different.

Once Lindsay was satisfied
with my face, Jack took me into the Green
Screen Studio, a place that fully lived up
to its name. A screen made of something resembling green silk took
up the whole of one wall.

Spotlights roosted in a matrix of
scaffolding just beneath the ceiling. There were several video
cameras mounted on tripods.

A small army of creatives
was at our beck and call. Amongst them were a delightfully camp
costumier called Julian, a Director of Photography, a cameraman, a
style consultant and a technician called Rodney who looked like a
serial killer and was the only person in the world who knew how to
operate half the equipment in the room. Without Rodney, all
industry in the Green Screen Studio
would have come to a costly halt. And without
the Green Screen Studio
to occupy Rodney, there would have been one more
reason not to walk the streets at night.

I liked Rodney - from afar.
I especially liked the way he was permanently bad tempered and did
everything required of him in a way that suggested he was being
asked to rub his granny's bunions. He was a man of few words, the
second most common of which was off.

Rodney sat in his glass-fronted control box
like Caesar at the Coliseum. His word was law. Nothing could be
done unless it was first cleared with Rodney. Even Jack Ramsay went
out of his way to not upset this sociopathic technocrat who could
destroy a day's work with the flick of a switch.

For some reason, he was relatively nice to
me. I got the occasional scowl but was spared his sarcasm. Maybe he
knew intuitively I was quite capable of ripping his balls off and
shoving them down his throat.

For the next few hours, I posed in front of
the green screen, changing clothes every five minutes or so. A
monitor over the control box showed me superimposed on scenes from
round the world. In Paris, I gazed at the Eiffel Tower. In Africa,
I marveled at the Victoria Falls. I wore a hoody at the North Pole.
I sunbathed in Rio de Janeiro, stalked lions in the Serengeti and
bothered kangaroos in Australia.

Costume changes were swift and severe. One
minute I was a dashing playboy in Monte Carlo, the next an airline
pilot. And then I was a cowboy, a priest, a construction worker, a
football player, a bullfighter and even a Chinese peasant.

My trip around the world
was recorded on video and as digital stills. The
Sunday Chronicle had
first dibs on the material but only for a month. After that, all
rights reverted to Jack Ramsay Associates.

 


Tom Brook was not happy. 'Look,' he said,
'you've got to open up more. So far you ain't told us nothing our
readers don't already know.'

'All they know,' I pointed out, 'is what
Barker allegedly told a certain tabloid and most of that is
bollocks. I've given you the unadulterated truth and hopefully
cleared up a few misconceptions.'

We were seated in a large meeting room. Jack
Ramsay hovered in the background, ready to jump in if it looked
like I was about to say something stupid. I'd endured two hours of
interrogation and being told to 'sex it up a bit'. I'd said nothing
about the Daughters of Isis or Annabel Wollstonecraft. The time
between my leaping from the helicopter and arriving in London was
not for public consumption.

Brook nearly shat with frustration. He
thought I was holding back so I had something to sell to a rival
paper. 'You don't want to do that,' he warned. 'My people can
destroy you in a single paragraph. We're paying you good money so
don't fuck with us.'

'The thing is,' I told him, 'I'm feeling
exposed here.'

'That's the fucking idea, you fucking
shithead. You're meant to be baring your soul. That's why my
paper's coughing up more for a few hours of your time than I earn
in a fucking decade. You've made promises and you ain't sticking to
them. You're a cock tease.'

Jack Ramsay saw the way things were going
and took a hand. 'Be reasonable, Tom. The boy doesn't want to be
famous. All he wants is to be normal.'

'And that's a great story, right there,'
Brooks conceded. 'But that's worth about a tenth of what we're
paying him. We need sex. We need conflict. We need something about
him that isn't already known.'

Jack turned to me. 'How about it, Kaspar?
Throw him a scrap, can't you?'

I thought about it. Tom deserved more than I
was giving him. 'OK,' I said. 'Hit me with a question.'

If you could have any woman in the world,'
asked Tom Brook, speaking into his Dictaphone, 'who would it
be?'

It was the third time he'd asked me that
question. This time I gave him an answer. 'Cheryl Crabgrass.'

Who?'

'She was the governess of the first remand
centre I found myself incarcerated in.'

Remand centre?' Tom's whisky-sculpted face
lit up. This was just the sort of thing he was after. 'What remand
centre? What were you in for?'

I stole the Queen's underwear.'

You did what!?'

'Turns out purloining Her Majesty's
pantaloons is High Treason and punishable by death. But because I
was only thirteen they sent me to a remand centre where I was
repeatedly raped by Cheryl Crabgrass and her blind, one-legged
daughter.'

'Oh, fuck off, you wanker! You think this is
funny? My paper's not going to pay for crap like this.'

Then ask me a sensible question.'

I've tried and all I've got is vague
generalities.'

Try again.'

‘Fine. Who are you? What's your real name?
Where do you come from?'

'My name is Kaspar. I'm from Dr Hoffman's
laboratory on Thunder Island.'

'Who are your natural parents? Did they
abandon you? Are they still alive?'

'I don't care to discuss my parents.'

The reporter went ballistic. 'You
egotistical, cock-sucking fuckpig!' He threw his Dictaphone at the
wall. It bounced back and landed at my feet. From the corner of my
eye I saw Jack preparing to step in. I raised a hand to forestall
him. Best to let the newsman blow off steam. 'My paper's paying you
a quarter of a million for your life story and you won't even
discuss your parents? Who the fuck do you think you are? Listen,
matey. You need to think about the power of the press. We can break
you as easily as we make you.'

Slowly, deliberately, I bent down and picked
up the Dictaphone. It was undamaged. I switched it on. 'Do you want
to hear about my first memory?'

Tom was a whole lot calmer now. 'If you
like.'

'I must have been about five. There were
some allotments near where I lived and I liked to wander over there
on my own. This was in the days when my face was only slightly
misshapen and I could hide my deformity beneath a balaclava. Even
so, I never ventured there when there was anyone about. Having had
a number of adults drag me to the nearest police station to demand
whoever had disfigured me be brought to justice, I was wary of
human contact.

'Most weekday afternoons, the allotment was
deserted, leaving me free to roam amongst the vegetables. There
were quite a few sheds. They were supposedly for keeping tools in
but mostly served as sanctuaries for middle-aged men wanting to
escape the wife and kids once in a while.

They were also a sanctuary for me, somewhere
I could hang out and make-believe I was in a palace or a
castle.

'Anyway, one day I had myself a pocket full
of sweets and a bundle of comics. I was looking forward to an
afternoon giving myself cavities and laughing at the antics of
Biffo the Bear, the Bash Street Kids and dear old Desperate Dan. So
I picked a shed, made short work of the lock and went in. And
there, beneath a table in the corner, was this blissful but tired
lady cat with half a dozen kittens attached to her nipples.

'I sat on the floor and watched those cats
getting their first taste of life. I named all the kittens and
called the mother Eartha, after Eartha Kitt who played Cat Woman in
Batman.

'It rained heavily that afternoon, so the
allotment owners stayed away and neither me nor the cats were
disturbed.

'Now and then, curiosity got the better of a
kitten and it would sneak off for a closer look at something that
had caught its eye. When that happened, Eartha would go after it,
pick it up with her teeth by the scruff of its neck, and drop it
back in the corner.'

'The poor exhausted thing asleep with all
her kittens still suckling on her teats. So I took it upon myself
to look after them while she slept.

'One of them, a little white ball of fluff
called Snowbell decided to explore the hut. He scrambled into an
empty cardboard box and couldn't get out again. I'd seen what his
mother would have done, so I picked him up in my mouth.
Unfortunately, I gripped his scruff too hard and bit off a chunk of
his flesh. I don't remember what happened after that but I suppose
poor Snowball must have died.'

Tom looked at me like I'd just owned up to
gassing his grandma. I suspect that if Jack hadn't forcefully
separated him from his whisky, he'd be doing some serious damage to
it now. After a while, he said: 'Good story. But maybe we'll change
the ending. We can tell our readers you heroically saved a kitten
from drowning.'

'Fine by me,' I said.

I fed Tom a few more childhood anecdotes,
some real, some imaginary. He tried several times to wheedle
information about my parents from me but I wasn't having it.

Jack pointed out that this
wasn't necessarily a bad thing. 'Play up the mystery angle,' he
suggested. 'The less your readers know, the more intrigued they'll
be. You remember that whole who shot
JR? saga? It just ran and ran. Kaspar can
be a blank canvas for your readers. He can be whatever each and
every one of them wants him to be.'

Tom could see the wisdom of this. 'I guess
we don't have much choice. We'll hint that he was an abandoned baby
raised by a kindly old lady who doesn't want to be identified.'

'That will work,' agreed Jack. 'Perhaps you
could suggest that maybe - just maybe - his parents are aristocracy
or even royalty.'

'Fucking brilliant, Jack! No wonder they
call you the Prince of Darkness.'

 


As a final sop to Tom Brook,
I agreed to be photographed with a topless model. A girl who
regularly appeared in the Sunday
Chronicle was just completing a photo shoot
in one of the Fantasy
Factory's many photography studios. She was
a blonde goddess by the name of Trixie O'Neill. As soon as she set
eyes on me, she wanted me. I was beginning to recognise the
signs.

There was a grand piano in the corner of the
studio. Jack suggested using it as a prop. The photographer -
Graham - vetoed it but I vetoed his veto.

'You know those old films,' I said, 'where
there's a sleazy bar full of sleazy people and there's always a guy
on the piano with some hot chick standing beside him?'

'No,' said Jack and Graham in unison.

'I kind of see myself as the guy at the
piano. Of course I'll need a tux and a bow tie.'

Graham shrugged. 'Very well. And I suppose
we'll have to put some clothes on Trixie. Or is this sleazy bar of
yours even sleazier than I imagine?'

'Give her the full femme fatale treatment,'
I said. 'Think Joan Crawford and Veronica Lake.'

Runners were sent to the wardrobe
department. Not sure how to handle Trixie - or even sure I wanted
to - I kept her at arms length by insisting on telling Tom about my
love of films. Much of my childhood had been spent in picture
houses where I could hide in the dark while losing myself in
cellulose fantasies. Tom was delighted by this extra info.

'Favourite film?' he asked, waving his
Dictaphone in front of my face.

'Doctor Zhivago.'

'Favourite actor?'

'Bogart.'

'Favourite director?'

'Kubrick.'

'Favourite musical?'

'I hate musicals.'

 


The scene was set. Late night in a Chicago
speakeasy. Kaspar, a man who has seen too much of the wrong side of
life, sits at the piano. Beside him, cocktail in one hand,
cigarette in the other, the woman he loves and who plans to destroy
him perches on a barstool.

Graham waved his light meter around and
adjusted a few lights. He looked at us through the lens of a
digital camera. 'Perfect! Now, Jasper, if you could pretend to play
the piano...'

I strummed a few bars
of As Time Goes By.

'Fantastic!' said Graham clicking away with
his camera.

Trixie O'Neill smiled
warmly at me. She was impressed by my musicianship and I found that
endearing. I suddenly wanted her as much as she wanted me.
If she reacts favourably to one of my own
compositions, I decided,
I'll ask for a phone number.

I tried Surrender to the Night, a song I'd
written for Ashley Conway when she dreamt of being a pop star and
thought she could kick heroin.

Trixie melted as I played my mournful
melody. Jack and Tom stood open-mouthed behind Graham. They were
seeing a side of me they had not suspected existed. I flashed them
a cheesy smile.

'I've got enough,' said Graham as I was
halfway through the middle eight, so I stopped playing.

'That was lovely,' said Trixie. 'Does it
have words?'

'I'm not sure I can remember them.'

'Oh sing them. Please do.'

I shook my head. 'I don't sing.' In fact, I
had never sung. Until Dr Hoffman had performed his miracle, it was
all I could do to talk without dribbling and biting my tongue.

'Anyone who can play like that,' Graham
chipped in, 'must be able to sing.'

Dare I try? I had the unqualified admiration
of everyone in the room, including a bona fide, honest-to-goodness,
internationally famous topless model. They were eating out of my
hand. One bum note could break the spell.

Tom switched on his Dictaphone and placed it
on top of the piano. 'If you sing like you play, there's not a
woman in the world you couldn't have.'

As arguments go, that one was a killer.

I took a deep breath. Composed myself. Old
Kaspar wouldn't and couldn't sing. I was the new, improved Kaspar.
I owed it to myself to find out just how improved I was.

I played the intro. Paused for a heartbeat.
And then I sang.

 


Surrender to the night

And then embrace it

Tender is the night

It's time to face it

Soon enough the dawn

Will erase it

And you’ll be alone…

 


My voice sounded sweet in my ears. I was no
Pavarotti but I hit just about every note. And of course there was
nothing wrong with my piano playing.

I teased out the final
chords of Surrender to the
Night. Looking slightly dazed, Tom
retrieved his Dictaphone and switched it off. 'My goose bumps have
goose bumps,' he said. 'Where'd you learn to play like
that?'

'In places,' I told him, 'so low even you
wouldn't go there.'

'So no classical training?'

'Oh yeah, Tom. I spent five years at the
Sorbonne then two years at the Royal Academy of Music. You may have
seen me once or twice at the Royal Albert Hall.' Knocking the
sarcasm on the head, I confessed to numerous break-ins. ‘Country
houses, music shops, furniture warehouses. Anywhere I could find a
piano and practice for a few hours. There were also one or two
clubs that paid me for my time – so long as I remained hidden
behind a curtain.’

Tom was delighted. ‘What clubs? Where?’

‘Mostly clubs that don’t officially exist,’
I replied enigmatically. That was enough of an answer for Tom. He
knew the sort of club I meant and why I dared not be more specific.
The details he could fill in for himself.

'I had no idea you were talented,' said Jack
Ramsay shaking his head. 'No idea at all.'

Pleased with myself, I
tapped out a few notes of Scott Joplin's Maple Leaf Rag.

'What's your favourite record label?' Jack
asked me.

I shrugged. 'Why?'

'Whoever it is, they're about to give you a
bit, fat, juicy recording contract.'

'You get this boy into a studio
straightaway,' Tom told Jack. 'If we can stick a CD of him in our
next edition, we're going to double our sales.'

'Call it
Elephant Boy Sings the Blues,' I jokingly suggested.

'What,' asked Jack, 'was that song you just
played?'

'Surrender to the Night.'

'Irving Berlin? Cole Porter?'

‘Me, Jack. I wrote it.'

'And have you written other songs?'

'Enough to fill an album.'

Jack Ramsay went off somewhere to make
discrete enquiries with people he knew in the record industry. Tom
Brooks sloped off to the back room and called his editor on his
mobile.

Trixie excused herself, saying she needed to
use the loo. I gave it a minute before following her.

Within an hour, I had an
offer from Mickey Bester who lived a few miles from the
Fantasy Factory in what
used to be a farm. He owned Paladin
Records and had a recording studio in a
converted barn on his estate.

Mickey and Jack had been in the Guards
together so Jack was comfortable about him knowing that I was
Kaspar, the so-called Son of Frankenstein.

I spoke to Mickey on Jack's
mobile as Jack drove me to Mickey's place. We agreed that
Surrender To The Night was too good to give away with a Sunday mucksheet and kicked
around ideas for an appropriate song. I told him I could play
guitar as well as I played piano and felt that would be the better
instrument for our purpose.
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